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INTRODUCTION 


Every once in a while, I meet a person who radiates joy. These are 
people who seem to glow with an inner light. They are kind, tranquil, 
delighted by small pleasures, and grateful for the large ones. These 
people are not perfect. They get exhausted and stressed. They make 
errors in judgment. But they live for others, and not for themselves. 
They've made unshakable commitments to family, a cause, a 
community, or a faith. They know why they were put on this earth 
and derive a deep satisfaction from doing what they have been called 
to do. Life isn’t easy for these people. They’ve taken on the burdens 
of others. But they have a serenity about them, a settled resolve. They 
are interested in you, make you feel cherished and known, and take 
delight in your good. 

When you meet these people, you realize that joy is not just a 
feeling, it can be an outlook. There are temporary highs we all get 
after we win some victory, and then there is also this other kind of 
permanent joy that animates people who are not obsessed with 
themselves but have given themselves away. 

I often find that their life has what I think of as a two-mountain 
shape. They got out of school, began their career or started a family, 
and identified the mountain they thought they were meant to climb: 
I’m going to be a cop, a doctor, an entrepreneur, what have you. On 
the first mountain, we all have to perform certain life tasks: establish 
an identity, separate from our parents, cultivate our talents, build a 
secure ego, and try to make a mark in the world. People climbing 
that first mountain spend a lot of time thinking about reputation 
management. They are always keeping score. How do I measure up? 
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Where do I rank? As the psychologist James Hollis puts it, at that 
stage we have a tendency to think, I am what the world says I am. 

The goals on that first mountain are the normal goals that our 
culture endorses—to be a success, to be well thought of, to get invited 
into the right social circles, and to experience personal happiness. 
It’s all the normal stuff: nice home, nice family, nice vacations, good 
food, good friends, and so on. 

Then something happens. 

Some people get to the top of that first mountain, taste success, 
and find it...unsatisfying. “Is this all there is?” they wonder. They 
sense there must be a deeper journey they can take. 

Other people get knocked off that mountain by some failure. 
Something happens to their career, their family, or their reputation. 
Suddenly life doesn’t look like a steady ascent up the mountain of 
success; it has a different and more disappointing shape. 

For still others, something unexpected happens that knocks 
them crossways: the death of a child, a cancer scare, a struggle with 
addiction, some life-altering tragedy that was not part of the original 
plan. Whatever the cause, these people are no longer on the 
mountain. They are down in the valley of bewilderment or suffering. 
This can happen at any age, by the way, from eight to eighty-five and 
beyond. It’s never too early or too late to get knocked off your first 
mountain. 

These seasons of suffering have a way of exposing the deepest 
parts of ourselves and reminding us that we’re not the people we 
thought we were. People in the valley have been broken open. They 
have been reminded that they are not just the parts of themselves 
that they put on display. There is another layer to them they have 
been neglecting, a substrate where the dark wounds, and most 
powerful yearnings live. 

Some shrivel in the face of this kind of suffering. They seem to 
get more afraid and more resentful. They shrink away from their 
inner depths in fear. Their lives become smaller and lonelier. We all 
know old people who nurse eternal grievances. They don’t get the 
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respect they deserve. They live their lives as an endless tantrum 
about some wrong done to them long ago. 


But for others, this valley is the making of them. The season of 
suffering interrupts the superficial flow of everyday life. They see 
deeper into themselves and realize that down in the substrate, 
flowing from all the tender places, there is a fundamental ability to 
care, a yearning to transcend the self and care for others. And when 
they have encountered this yearning, they are ready to become a 
whole person. They see familiar things with new eyes. They are 
finally able to love their neighbor as themselves, not as a slogan but a 
practical reality. Their life is defined by how they react to their 
moment of greatest adversity. 


The people who are made larger by suffering go on to stage two 
small rebellions. First, they rebel against their ego ideal. When they 
were on their first mountain, their ego had some vision of what it was 
shooting for—some vision of prominence, pleasure, and success. 
Down in the valley they lose interest in their ego ideal. Of course 
afterward they still feel and sometimes succumb to their selfish 
desires. But, overall, they realize the desires of the ego are never 
going to satisfy the deep regions they have discovered in themselves. 
They realize, as Henri Nouwen put it, that they are much better than 
their ego ideal. 

Second, they rebel against the mainstream culture. All their lives 
they've been taking economics classes or living in a culture that 
teaches that human beings pursue self-interest—money, power, 
fame. But suddenly they are not interested in what other people tell 
them to want. They want to want the things that are truly worth 
wanting. They elevate their desires. The world tells them to be a good 
consumer, but they want to be the one consumed—by a moral cause. 
The world tells them to want independence, but they want 
interdependence—to be enmeshed in a web of warm relationships. 
The world tells them to want individual freedom, but they want 
intimacy, responsibility, and commitment. The world wants them to 
climb the ladder and pursue success, but they want to be a person for 
others. The magazines on the magazine rack want them to ask “What 
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can I do to make myself happy?” but they glimpse something bigger 
than personal happiness. 

The people who have been made larger by suffering are brave 
enough to let parts of their old self die. Down in the valley, their 
motivations changed. They've gone from self-centered to other- 
centered. 


At this point, people realize, Oh, that first mountain wasn’t my 
mountain after all. There’s another, bigger mountain out there that is 
actually my mountain. The second mountain is not the opposite of 
the first mountain. To climb it doesn’t mean rejecting the first 
mountain. It’s the journey after it. It’s the more generous and 
satisfying phase of life. 


Some people radically alter their lives when this happens. They 
give up their law practices and move to Tibet. They quit their jobs as 
consultants and become teachers in inner-city schools. Others stay in 
their basic fields but spend their time differently. I have a friend who 
built a successful business in the Central Valley of California. She still 
has her business but spends most of her time building preschools 
and health centers for the people who work in her company. She is 
on her second mountain. 


Still others stay in their same jobs and their same marriages, but 
are transformed. It’s not about self anymore; it’s about a summons. 
If they are principals, their joy is in seeing their teachers shine. If 
they work in a company, they no longer see themselves as managers 
but as mentors; their energies are devoted to helping others get 
better. They want their organizations to be thick places, where 
people find purpose, and not thin places, where people come just to 
draw a salary. 


In their book Practical Wisdom, psychologist Barry Schwartz 
and political scientist Kenneth Sharpe tell a story about a hospital 
janitor named Luke. In the hospital where Luke worked, there was a 
young man who’d gotten into a fight and was now in a coma, and he 
wasn’t coming out. Every day, his father sat by his side in silent vigil, 
and had done so for six months. One day, Luke came in and cleaned 
the young man’s room. His father wasn’t there; he was out getting a 
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smoke. Later that day, Luke ran into the father in the hallway. The 
father snapped at Luke and accused him of not cleaning his son’s 
room. 


The first-mountain response is to see your job as cleaning 
rooms. “I did clean your son’s room,” you would snap back. “It was 
just that you were out smoking.” The second-mountain response is to 
see your job as serving patients and their families. It is to meet their 
needs at a time of crisis. That response says, This man needs 
comfort. Clean the room again. 


And that’s what Luke did. As he told an interviewer later, “I 
cleaned it so that he could see me cleaning it....I can understand how 
he could be. It was like six months that his son was there. He’d been 
a little frustrated, and I cleaned it again. But I wasn’t angry with him. 
I guess I could understand.” 


Or take Abraham Lincoln. As a young man, Lincoln had a 
ferocious hunger for fame and power, to the point where he was 
scared by the intensity of his own hunger. But preserving the Union 
was a summons so great that considerations of self no longer 
mattered. He left personal reputation behind and set off on his 
second mountain. 


One day in November 1861, he paid a call to the home of General 
George McClellan, hoping to press him, in person, to take the fight to 
the Confederacy more aggressively. When Lincoln arrived, McClellan 
was not at home, so Lincoln told the butler that he, Secretary of State 
William Seward, and an aide, John Hay, would wait in the parlor. An 
hour later, McClellan arrived home and walked past the room where 
the president was waiting. Lincoln waited another thirty minutes. 
The butler returned to say that McClellan had decided to retire for 
the night and would see Lincoln some other time. McClellan was 
playing power games with Lincoln. 

Hay was incensed. Who has the gall to treat the president of the 
United States with such disrespect? Lincoln, however, was unruffled. 
“Better at this time,” he told Seward and Hay, “not to be making 
points of etiquette and personal dignity.” This wasn’t about him. His 
pride was not at stake. He would be willing to wait forever if he could 
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find a general who would fight for the Union. By this point Lincoln 
had given himself away. The cause was the center of his life. His 
ultimate appeal was to something outside, not inside. 


That’s the crucial way to tell whether you are on your first or 
second mountain. Where is your ultimate appeal? To self, or to 
something outside of self? 


If the first mountain is about building up the ego and defining 
the self, the second mountain is about shedding the ego and losing 
the self. If the first mountain is about acquisition, the second 
mountain is about contribution. If the first mountain is elitist— 
moving up—the second mountain is egalitarian—planting yourself 
amid those who need, and walking arm in arm with them. 


You don’t climb the second mountain the way you climb the first 
mountain. You conquer your first mountain. You identify the 
summit, and you claw your way toward it. You are conquered by your 
second mountain. You surrender to some summons, and you do 
everything necessary to answer the call and address the problem or 
injustice that is in front of you. On the first mountain you tend to be 
ambitious, strategic, and independent. On the second mountain you 
tend to be relational, intimate, and relentless. 


It’s gotten so I can recognize first- and second-mountain people. 
The first-mountain people are often cheerful, interesting, and fun to 
be around. They often have impressive jobs and can take you to an 
amazing variety of great restaurants. The second-mountain people 
aren’t averse to the pleasures of the world. They delight in a good 
glass of wine or a nice beach. (There’s nothing worse than people 
who are so spiritualized they don’t love the world.) But they have 
surpassed these pleasures in pursuit of moral joy, a feeling that they 
have aligned their life toward some ultimate good. If they have to 
choose, they choose joy. 

Their days are often exhausting, because they have put 
themselves out for people, and those people fill their days with 
requests and demands. But they are living at a fuller amplitude, 
activating deeper parts of themselves and taking on broader 
responsibilities. They have decided that, as C. S. Lewis put it, “The 
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load, or weight, or burden of my neighbor’s glory should be laid daily 
on my back, a load so heavy that only humility can carry it, and the 
backs of the proud will be broken.” 


I've come to recognize first- and second-mountain 
organizations, too. Sometimes you work at a company or go to a 
college, and it doesn’t really leave a mark on you. You get out of it 
what you came for, and you leave. Second-mountain organizations 
touch people at their depths and leave a permanent mark. You 
always know when you meet a Marine, a Morehouse man, a Juilliard 
pianist, a NASA scientist. These institutions have a collective 
purpose, a shared set of rituals, a common origin story. They nurture 
thick relationships and demand full commitment. They don’t merely 
educate; they transform. 


THE PLAN 


The first purpose of this book is to show how individuals move from 
the first to the second mountain, to show what that kind of deeper 
and more joyful life looks like, step-by-step and in concrete detail. 
Everybody says you should serve a cause larger than yourself, but 
nobody tells you how. 


The second purpose is to show how societies can move from the 
first to the second mountain. This is ultimately a book about renewal, 
how things that are divided and alienated can find new wholeness. 
Our society suffers from a crisis of connection, a crisis of solidarity. 
We live in a culture of hyper-individualism. There is always a tension 
between self and society, between the individual and the group. Over 
the past sixty years we have swung too far toward the self. The only 
way out is to rebalance, to build a culture that steers people toward 
relation, community, and commitment—the things we most deeply 
yearn for, yet undermine with our hyper-individualistic way of life. 

In the first section I’m going to give a fuller account of how the 
two-mountain life happens. I'll take us up the slope of the first 
mountain, down the back slope into the valley, and then up the 
second mountain. Please don’t take this metaphor too literally. There 
is, of course, no one formula that covers how all lives happen. (My 
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wife, for example, seems to have climbed her second mountain first. 
Unlike most of us, she was raised in an environment that emphasized 
moral commitment, not individual success.) I'm using this two- 
mountain metaphor to render in narrative form two different moral 
ethoses by which people can live—a life lived for self and a life lived 
as a gift for others. I want to show how this first mode, which is 
common in our culture, doesn’t satisfy. I'll describe some of the 
experiences people have on their way to more fulfilling lives, and 
share the important truths they discover. Most of us get better at 
living, get deeper and wiser as we go, and this book seeks to capture 
how that happens. 

In the second half of the book, I'll describe how people live with 
a second-mountain mentality. People on the first mountain have 
lives that are mobile and lightly attached. People on the second 
mountain are deeply rooted and deeply committed. The second- 
mountain life is a committed life. When I’m describing how second- 
mountain people live, what I’m really describing is how these people 
made maximal commitments to others and how they live them out in 
fervent, all-in ways. These people are not keeping their options open. 
They are planted. People on the second mountain have made strong 
commitments to one or all of these four things: 


A vocation 

A spouse and family 
A philosophy or faith 
A community 


A commitment is making a promise to something without 
expecting a reward. A commitment is falling in love with something 
and then building a structure of behavior around it for those 
moments when love falters. In this second section of this book I will 
try to describe commitment making: how people are called by a 
vocation and then live it out; how they decide who to marry and 
thrive in marriage; how they come up with their philosophy of life 
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and how they experience faith; how they are seized by a desire to 
serve their community; and how they work with others to help their 
communities prosper. The fulfillment of our lives depends on how 
well we choose and live out those sometimes clashing commitments. 


Some of the people TIl be describing in these pages lived their 
lives at a very high level. Realistically, you and I are not going to live 
as self-sacrificially as they did. We'll fall short because we’re ordinary 
human beings, and we're still going to be our normal self-centered 
selves more than we care to admit. But it is still important to set a 
high standard. It is still important to be inspired by the examples of 
others and to remember that a life of deep commitments is possible. 
When we fall short, it will be because of our own limitations, not 
because we had an inadequate ideal. 


WHAT I’VE LEARNED 


The first- and second-mountain distinction might sound a little like 
the résumé virtues versus eulogy virtues distinction I made in my last 
book, The Road to Character. And now I should confess that I’m 
writing this book in part to compensate for the limitations of that 
one. The people I described in The Road to Character have a lot to 
teach us. But a book is written in a particular time, at a particular 
spot on one’s journey. The five years since I finished that book have 
been the most tumultuous years of my life. Those years—sometimes 
painful, sometimes joyous—have been an advanced education in the 
art and pitfalls of living. They have taken me a lot further down the 
road toward understanding. 


When I wrote The Road to Character, I was still enclosed in the 
prison of individualism. I believed that life is going best when we 
take individual agency, when we grab the wheel and steer our own 
ship. I still believed that character is something you build mostly on 
your own. You identify your core sin and then, mustering all your 
willpower, you make yourself strong in your weakest places. 

I no longer believe that character formation is mostly an 
individual task, or is achieved on a person-by-person basis. I no 
longer believe that character building is like going to the gym: You do 
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your exercises and you build up your honesty, courage, integrity, and 
grit. I now think good character is a by-product of giving yourself 
away. You love things that are worthy of love. You surrender to a 
community or cause, make promises to other people, build a thick 
jungle of loving attachments, lose yourself in the daily act of serving 
others as they lose themselves in the daily acts of serving you. 
Character is a good thing to have, and there’s a lot to be learned on 
the road to character. But there’s a better thing to have—moral joy. 
And that serenity arrives as you come closer to embodying perfect 
love. 

Furthermore, I no longer believe that the cultural and moral 
structures of our society are fine, and all we have to do is fix 
ourselves individually. Over the past few years, as a result of 
personal, national, and global events, I have become radicalized. 

I now think the rampant individualism of our current culture is 
a catastrophe. The emphasis on self—individual success, self- 
fulfillment, individual freedom, self-actualization—is a catastrophe. I 
now think that living a good life requires a much vaster 
transformation. It’s not enough to work on your own weaknesses. 
The whole cultural paradigm has to shift from the mindset of hyper- 
individualism to the relational mindset of the second mountain. 


WHY WE ARE HERE 


I’ve written this book, in part, to remind myself of the kind of life I 
want to live. Those of us who are writers work out our stuff in public, 
even under the guise of pretending to write about someone else. In 
other words, we try to teach what it is that we really need to learn. 
My first mountain was an insanely lucky one. I achieved far more 
professional success than I ever expected to. But that climb turned 
me into a certain sort of person: aloof, invulnerable, and 
uncommunicative, at least when it came to my private life. I 
sidestepped the responsibilities of relationship. My ex-wife and I 
have an agreement that we don’t talk about our marriage and divorce 
in public. But when I look back generally on the errors and failures 
and sins of my life, they tend to be failures of omission, failures to 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 15/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


truly show up for the people I should have been close to. They tend to 
be the sins of withdrawal: evasion, workaholism, conflict avoidance, 
failure to empathize, and a failure to express myself openly. I have 
two old and dear friends who live 250 miles from me, for example, 
and their side of the friendship has required immense forbearance 
and forgiveness, for all the times I’ve been too busy, too 
disorganized, too distant when they were in need or just available. I 
look at those dear friendships with a gratitude mixed with shame, 
and this pattern—not being present to what I love because I prioritize 
time over people, productivity over relationship—is a recurring motif 
in my life. 

The wages of sin are sin. My faults accumulated and then 
crashed down upon me in 2013. In that year, life put me in the valley. 
The realities that used to define my life fell away. Our marriage of 
twenty-seven years ended, and, in the wake of that failed 
commitment, I moved into an apartment. My children were 
emerging into adulthood and had either left home for college or were 
preparing to. I still got to see them when we went out to dinner and 
such, but I missed those fifteen-second encounters in the hallway or 
kitchen at home. I had spent my adult life in the conservative 
movement, but my conservatism was no longer the prevailing 
conservatism, so I found myself intellectually and_ politically 
unattached, too. Much of my social life had been spent in 
conservative circles, and those connections drifted away. I realized I 
had a lot of friendships that didn’t run deep. Few people confided in 
me, because I did not give off a vibe that encouraged vulnerability. I 
was too busy, on the move. 

I was unplanted, lonely, humiliated, scattered. I remember 
walking through that period in a state that resembled permanent 
drunkenness—my emotions were all on the surface, my playlists were 
all Irish heartbreak songs by Sinéad O’Connor and Snow Patrol. I 
was throwing myself needily upon my friends in ways that are 
embarrassing now if I stop to remember them, which I try not to. I 
was unattached, wondering what the rest of my life should be, 
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confronting the problems of a twenty-two-year-old with the mind of 
a fifty-two-year-old. 

Having failed at a commitment, I’ve spent the ensuing five years 
thinking and reading about how to do commitments well, how to give 
your life meaning after worldly success has failed to fulfill. This book 
is a product of that search. Writing it was my attempt to kick myself 
in my own rear, part of my continual effort to write my way to a 
better life. “A book must be the axe for the frozen sea within us,” 
Kafka wrote. It should wake us up and hammer at our skull. Writing 
this book has served that purpose for me. 


I’ve also written it, I hope, for you. When it comes to what we 
writers do, I like to apply an observation by D. T. Niles: We are like 
beggars who try to show other beggars where we found bread. You 
have to get only a few pages into this book to realize that I quote a lot 
of people wiser than myself. I mean a lot of people. I’m unapologetic 
about this. It’s occurred to me many times over the course of writing 
this book that maybe I’m not really a writer. I’m a teacher or 
middleman. I take the curriculum of other people’s knowledge and I 
pass it along. 

Finally, I write it as a response to the current historical moment. 
For six decades the worship of the self has been the central 
preoccupation of our culture—molding the self, investing in the self, 
expressing the self. Capitalism, the meritocracy, and modern social 
science have normalized selfishness; they have made it seem that the 
only human motives that are real are the self-interested ones—the 
desire for money, status, and power. They silently spread the 
message that giving, care, and love are just icing on the cake of 
society. 

When a whole society is built around self-preoccupation, its 
members become separated from one another, divided and 
alienated. And that is what has happened to us. We are down in the 
valley. The rot we see in our politics is caused by a rot in our moral 
and cultural foundations—in the way we relate to one another, in the 
way we see ourselves as separable from one another, in the 
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individualistic values that have become the water in which we swim. 
The first-mountain culture has proven insufficient, as it always does. 

Our society has become a conspiracy against joy. It has put too 
much emphasis on the individuating part of our consciousness— 
individual reason—and too little emphasis on the bonding parts of 
our consciousness, the heart and soul. We've seen a shocking rise of 
mental illness, suicide, and distrust. We have become too cognitive 
when we should be more emotional; too utilitarian when we should 
be using a moral lens; too individualistic when we should be more 
communal. 


So we as people and as a society have to find our second 
mountain. This doesn’t mean rejecting the things we achieved on the 
first mountain—the nice job, the nice home, the pleasures of a 
comfortable life. We all need daily ego boosts throughout our lives. 
But it does require a shift in culture—a shift in values and 
philosophy, a renegotiation of the structure of power in our society. 
It’s about shifting from one mode of thinking toward another. It’s 
about finding an ethos that puts commitment making at the center of 
things. 

The good news is that what we give to our community in 
pennies, our communities give back to us in dollars. If there is one 
thing I have learned over the past five years, it is that the world is 
more enchanted, stranger, more mystical, and more interconnected 
than anything we could have envisioned when we were on the first 
mountain. 

Most of the time we aim too low. We walk in shoes too small for 
us. We spend our days shooting for a little burst of approval or some 
small career victory. But there’s a joyful way of being that’s not just a 
little bit better than the way we are currently living; it’s a quantum 
leap better. It’s as if were all competing to get a little closer to a 
sunlamp. If we get up and live a different way, we can bathe in real 
sunshine. 

When I meet people leading lives of deep commitment, this fact 
hits me: Joy is real. 
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JOY 


Before I start describing the journey across the two mountains, I 
want to pause over that last point—the one about joy being real. Our 
public conversation is muddled about the definition of a good life. 
Often, we say a good life is a happy life. We live, as it says in our 
founding document, in pursuit of happiness. 


In all forms of happiness we feel good, elated, uplifted. But the 
word “happiness” can mean a lot of different things. So it’s important 
to make a distinction between happiness and joy. 


What’s the difference? Happiness involves a victory for the self, 
an expansion of self. Happiness comes as we move toward our goals, 
when things go our way. You get a big promotion. You graduate from 
college. Your team wins the Super Bowl. You have a delicious meal. 
Happiness often has to do with some success, some new ability, or 
some heightened sensual pleasure. 


Joy tends to involve some transcendence of self. It’s when the 
skin barrier between you and some other person or entity fades away 
and you feel fused together. Joy is present when mother and baby are 
gazing adoringly into each other’s eyes, when a hiker is overwhelmed 
by beauty in the woods and feels at one with nature, when a gaggle of 
friends are dancing deliriously in unison. Joy often involves self- 
forgetting. Happiness is what we aim for on the first mountain. Joy is 
a by-product of living on the second mountain. 

We can help create happiness, but we are seized by joy. We are 
pleased by happiness, but we are transformed by joy. When we 
experience joy we often feel we have glimpsed into a deeper and 
truer layer of reality. A narcissist can be happy, but a narcissist can 
never be joyful, because the surrender of self is the precise thing a 
narcissist can’t do. A narcissist can’t even conceive of joy. That’s one 
of the problems with being stuck on the first mountain: You can’t 
even see what the second mountain offers. 

My core point is that happiness is good, but joy is better. Just as 
the second mountain is a fuller and richer phase of life after the first 
mountain, joy is a fuller and richer state beyond happiness. 
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Moreover, while happiness tends to be fickle and fleeting, joy can be 
fundamental and enduring. The more you are living a committed life 
well, the more joy will be your steady state, the frame of mind you 
carry around with you and shine on others. You will become a joyful 
person. So throughout this book as in life, joy is our north star, our 
navigating point. If we steer toward joy, we will wind up at the right 
spot. 


THE LEVELS OF JOY 


A few years ago, I started collecting joy. Or, more accurately, I 
started collecting accounts of joy. I collected people’s descriptions of 
what it felt like when life seemed to be at its peak, in those moments 
when life felt fullest, most meaningful, and most complete. 


When I look over my collection now, I realize that there are 
different layers of joy. First, there is physical joy. There are moments 
when you are doing some physical activity, often in rhythm with 
other people, when you experience flow. In Anna Karenina, Levin is 
out cutting grass with the men who work on the farm. At first Levin 
is clumsy with his scythe, but then he learns the motion and cuts 
clean, straight rows. “The longer Levin mowed, the more often he felt 
those moments of oblivion during which it was no longer his arms 
that swung the scythe, but the scythe itself that lent motion to his 
whole body, full of life and conscious of itself, and, as if by magic, 
without a thought of it, the work got rightly and neatly done on its 
own. These were the most blissful moments.” 

Flow is especially wonderful when it is collective flow, 
something you experience with your team or unit. My former history 
professor William McNeill experienced that after he was drafted into 
the army in 1941. In boot camp he was taught to march with the 
other men in his unit. He began to experience strange sensations 
while marching: “Words are inadequate to describe the emotion 
aroused by the prolonged movement in unison that drilling involved. 
A sense of pervasive well-being is what I recall; more specifically, a 
strange sense of personal enlargement; a sort of swelling out, 
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becoming bigger than life, thanks to participation in collective 
ritual.” 


The next layer of joy is collective effervescence, celebratory 
dance. In almost every culture, stretching back through time, joyous 
moments are celebrated and enhanced with rhythmic dancing. I 
write this the morning after attending the wedding of one of my 
friends, an Orthodox Jew. After the ceremony, we men danced 
around the groom as the music raced. We were tightly packed, 
circling around him, and he was in the center of the whirl, jumping 
up and down with wild abandon. Every few minutes he would call 
different people—his grandfather, a friend, even me—to come to the 
white-hot center and bounce with joy with him and swing our arms 
and roar in laughter. 

The writer Zadie Smith once described being in a nightclub in 
London in 1999. She was wandering about, looking for her friends, 
wondering where her handbag was, when suddenly a song by A Tribe 
Called Quest came on. At that point, she wrote, 


A rail-thin man with enormous eyes reached across a sea 
of bodies for my hand. He kept asking me the same thing 
over and over: “You feeling it?” I was. My ridiculous heels 
were killing me. I was terrified I might die, yet I felt 
simultaneously overwhelmed with delight that “Can I 
Kick It?” should happen to be playing at this precise 
moment in the history of the world, and was now 
morphing into “Smells Like Teen Spirit.” I took the man’s 
hand. The top of my head flew away. We danced and 
danced. We gave ourselves up to joy. 


In this kind of joy, like all joy, the cage of self-consciousness falls 
away, and people are fused with those around them. This kind of joy 
is all present tense; people are captured by and fully alive in the 
moment. 

The third layer of joy is what you might call emotional joy. This 
is the sudden bursting of love that you see, for example, on the face 
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of a mother when she first lays eyes on her infant. Dorothy Day 
captured it beautifully: “If I had written the greatest book, composed 
the greatest symphony, painted the most beautiful painting or carved 
the most exquisite figure, I could not have felt the more exalted 
creator than I did when they placed my child in my arms....No 
human creature could receive or contain so vast a flood of love and 
joy as I felt after the birth of my child. With this came the need to 
worship, to adore.” 

This kind of joy is intimate and powerful. I often speak of the 
time, more than a decade ago now, when I came home from work 
one summer evening and pulled into the driveway on the side of the 
house and found my three kids, then twelve, nine, and four, playing 
with a plastic ball in the backyard. They were kicking it in the air and 
then racing one another across the grass to catch it. They were 
giggling and tumbling all over one another and having a deliriously 
good time. I sat there in the car looking at this tableau of family 
happiness through the windshield. The summer sun glowed through 
the trees. My lawn, for some reason, looked perfect. I experienced a 
sort of liquid joy and overflowing gratitude that seemed to stop time, 
that made my heart swell. I’m sure all parents have experienced 
something like this. 

Emotional joy can often happen early in a romantic relationship. 
Fresh lovers glow at each other across a picnic blanket. Or it can 
happen later. Old couples can feel like they are deeper in each other 
than they are in themselves. You'll hear people in happy marriages 
talk this way: When I make love to her, I disappear. 


The writer David Whyte makes the core point. “Joy,” he writes, 


is the meeting place, of deep intentionality and self- 
forgetting, the bodily alchemy of what lies inside us in 
communion with what formally seemed outside, but is 
now neither, but becomes a living frontier, a voice 
speaking between us and the world: dance, laughter, 
affection, skin touching skin, singing in the car, music in 
the kitchen, the quiet irreplaceable and companionable 
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presence of a daughter: the sheer intoxicating beauty of 
the world inhabited as an edge between what we 
previously thought was us and what we thought was other 
than us. 


The fourth layer of joy is spiritual joy. Sometimes joy comes not 
through movement, not through love, but from an unexpected 
contact with something that seems boundaryless, pure spirit. Joy 
comes with a sensation that, as the writer Jerry Root, citing C .S. 
Lewis, put it, all reality is iconoclastic—the world is enchanted by a 
mystical force. 


One day, while he was living in Prague, the poet Christian 
Wiman was working in his kitchen when a falcon landed on the 
windowsill, about three feet from him. The bird scanned the trees 
below and the building across the street, but didn’t yet turn to look at 
Wiman. Wiman was transfixed. He called out to his girlfriend, who 
was in the bath, to come see, and she came out, dripping, and stood 
next to him, staring at the falcon. “Wish for something,” she 
whispered. Then the falcon turned its head and locked his eyes with 
Wiman’s, and Wiman felt some bottom fall out within him. He later 
wrote a poem about that moment, which includes this stanza: 


For along moment I’m still in 

I wished and wished and wished 
the moment would not end. 

And just like that it vanished. 


This kind of spiritual joy often involves mystical attunement. 
Tolstoys mother died when he was a young boy, and before the 
funeral he found himself in a room alone with her open casket. He 
climbed up on a chair to look down on her and experienced a strange 
peacefulness. “Somehow as I gazed, an irrepressible, 
incomprehensible power seemed to compel me,” he later wrote. “For 
a time I lost all sense of existence and experienced a kind of vague 
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blissfulness which though grand and sweet, was also sad.” Then a 
man walked into the room and Tolstoy realized that the man might 
think him unfeeling if he wore a blissful look on his face, so to keep 
with social convention, he pretended to burst out crying. “This 
egotistic consciousness completely annulled any element of sincerity 
in my woe.” 

We are climbing now, to higher and higher experiences of joy. 
The fifth layer of joy is transcendent joy, feeling at one with nature, 
the universe, or God. In Backpacking with the Saints, Belden Lane 
describes the experience of hiking this way: 


Whenever I plunge into wilderness, my body and the 
environment move in and out of each other in an intimate 
pattern of exchange. I wade through water and inhale air 
filled with the scent of honeysuckle. Pm wrapped in 
cobwebs and pierced by briars. I swallow gnats drawn to 
the sweat on my body and feel the rocks on the trail 
through my boots. Where I “end” and everything else 
“begins” isn’t always clear. What seems to be “me” doesn’t 
stop at the fixed boundary of my skin. 


Such transcendent moments can last only a few minutes, but 
they can alter a lifetime. People have a sense that they are seeing into 
the hidden reality of things, and afterward they can never go back 
and be content to watch pale shadows dancing on the wall of the 
cave. Ralph Waldo Emerson built a philosophy off such moments of 
transcendence. “Standing on the bare ground—my head bathed by 
the blithe air and uplifted into infinite space—all mean egotism 
vanishes. I become the transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I see all; 
the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me.” 

This kind of joy is a delicious, if painful, longing. It starts with a 
taste of something eternal and then the joy consists of longing for 
that taste again. The joy, as C. S. Lewis put it, is not the satisfaction 
of the longing but the longing itself. Saint Augustine felt God’s love 
as a delicious and fervent hunger: “You called, shouted, broke 
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through my deafness; you flared, blazed, banished my blindness; you 
lavished your fragrance, I gasped; and now I pant for you; I tasted 
you, and now I hunger and thirst; you touched me, and I burned for 
your peace.” 

Other people, though not explicitly religious, also experience 
moments when love seems to shine down on them. Jules Evans was 
skiing at age twenty-four when he fell off a cliff, dropped thirty feet, 
and broke his leg and back. “As I lay there I felt immersed in love and 
light. Td been suffering from emotional problems for six years and 
feared my ego was permanently damaged. In that moment, I knew 
that I was OK, I was loved, that there was something in me that could 
not be damaged, call it ‘the soul,’ or ‘the self,’ ‘pure consciousness’ or 
what have you.” 

In 2016, the Gallup organization asked Americans if they had 
had a mystical experience, a moment when they went beyond their 
ordinary self and felt connected to some infinity. Eighty-four percent 
of respondents said they had had such an experience at least once, 
even as 75 percent said there’s a social taboo against speaking about 
it in public. 


MORAL JOY 


Here I want to shift now to the highest layer of joy, which TI call 
moral joy. I say this is the highest form of joy in part because this is 
the kind that even the skeptics can’t explain away. The skeptics could 
say that all those other kinds of passing joy are just brain chemicals 
in some weird formation that happened to have kicked in to produce 
odd sensations. But moral joy has an extra feature. It can become 
permanent. Some people live joyfully day by day. Their daily actions 
are aligned with their ultimate commitments. They have given 
themselves away, united and wholeheartedly. They are so grateful to 
have found their place and taken their stand. They have the inner 
light. 

Pope Francis seems to have this, and so, it is said, do Bishop 
Tutu and Paul Farmer. So do Geoffrey Canada, who founded the 
Harlem Children’s Zone, and the great cellist Yo-Yo Ma. I once was 
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seated with the Dalai Lama at a lunch in Washington. He didn’t say 
anything particularly illuminating or profound during the lunch, but 
every once in a while he just burst out laughing for no apparent 
reason. He would laugh, and I wanted to be polite, so I would laugh, 
too. He laughed. I laughed. He is just a joyful man. Ebullience is his 
resting state. 

This kind of moral joy can start out as a surge of what the social 
psychologists call “moral elevation.” For example, a researcher 
working for the social psychologist Jonathan Haidt interviewed a 
woman who volunteered at the Salvation Army one winter’s morning 
with a few other people from her church. One of the other volunteers 
offered to give a bunch of them a ride home. It had been snowing 
solidly that morning. As they were driving through a residential 
neighborhood they saw an older lady standing in her driveway with a 
snow shovel. At the next intersection one of the guys in the backseat 
asked to be dropped off there. They let him out of the car, figuring he 
was close to home. 


But instead of going into some nearby house, he walked up to 
the lady, took her shovel, and started shoveling her driveway. One of 
the women in the car witnessed this and recalled, “I felt like jumping 
out of the car and hugging this guy. I felt like singing and running, or 
skipping and laughing. Just being active. I felt like saying nice things 
about people. Writing a beautiful poem or love song. Playing in the 
snow like a child. Telling everybody about his deed....My spirit was 
lifted even higher than it already was. I was joyous, happy, smiling, 
energized. I went home and gushed to my suite-mates, who clutched 
at their hearts.” As Haidt notes, powerful moments of moral 
elevation seem to push a mental reset button, wiping out feelings of 
cynicism and replacing them with feelings of hope, love, and moral 
inspiration. These moments of elevation are energizing. People feel 
strongly motivated to do something good themselves, to act, to dare, 
to sacrifice, to help others. 

When people make generosity part of their daily routine, they 
refashion who they are. The interesting thing about your personality, 
your essence, is that it is not more or less permanent like your leg 
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bone. Your essence is changeable, like your mind. Every action you 
take, every thought you have, changes you, even if just a little, 
making you a little more elevated or a little more degraded. If you do 
a series of good deeds, the habit of other-centeredness becomes 
gradually engraved into your life. It becomes easier to do good deeds 
down the line. If you lie or behave callously or cruelly toward 
someone, your personality degrades, and it is easier for you to do 
something even worse later on. As the criminologists say, the people 
who commit murder don’t start there. They have to walk through a 
lot of doors before they get to the point where they can take another 
human life. 


The people who radiate a permanent joy have given themselves 
over to lives of deep and loving commitment. Giving has become 
their nature, and little by little they have made their souls 
incandescent. There’s always something flowing out of the interiority 
of our spirit. For some people it’s mostly fear or insecurity. For the 
people we call joyful, it’s mostly gratitude, delight, and kindness. 


How do you build your personality to glow in this way? You 
might think a bright personality would come from an unburdened 
life—a life of pleasures and constant delights. But if you closely look 
at joyful people, you notice that very often the people who have the 
most incandescent souls have taken on the heaviest burdens. 

Benjamin Hardy is a writer who described his decision to take 
on three foster children in Inc. magazine. “Before having that 
personal load to carry, I was somewhat complacent. I lacked the 
urgency. I didn’t have the traction to move forward,” he writes. “A 
life of ease is not the pathway to growth and happiness. On the 
contrary, a life of ease is how you get stuck and confused in life.” 
Taking on those kids meant knowing more about frustration, anxiety, 
and fatigue, but also elation, sweetness, and especially caring love. 
Happiness can be tasted alone. But permanent joy comes out of an 
enmeshed and embedded life. Happiness happens when a personal 
desire is fulfilled. Permanent moral joy seems to emerge when desire 
is turned outward for others. 
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Gregory Boyle ministers to gang members in Los Angeles and 
captures the difference between a life lived for self and one lived for 
others: “Compassion is always, at its most authentic, about a shift 
from the cramped world of self-preoccupation into a more expansive 
place of fellowship.” It’s one of the inescapable truisms of life: You 
have to lose yourself to find yourself, give yourself away to get 
everything back. 


You might think this kind of life of joyous service is rare. But in 
the spring of 2018, I began a project called Weave: The Social Fabric 
Project at the Aspen Institute. The idea is to shine attention on the 
people who are doing the grassroots work of community building 
and relationship repair. In the course of that work I’ve found myself 
surrounded by incandescent people almost every day. 

There is Stephanie Hruzek in Houston, sitting cross-legged on 
the floor with kids at FamilyPoint, her after-school program, 
gleefully repeating tongue twisters with them: “Say ‘Unique New 
York’ ten times fast!” There is Kate Garvin in Colorado, being greeted 
by squeals of delight when she comes across a Somali refugee she is 
helping to integrate into the local school system. There’s Don Flow, 
who owns a chain of car dealerships in North Carolina and who 
radiates a quiet satisfaction showing the community center he built 
in Winston-Salem. There’s Harlan Crow, a real estate developer 
whose every moment, it seems, is devoted to helping the people 
around him be more comfortable. 


There is Mack McCarter, founder of Community Renewal 
International in Shreveport, Louisiana. Mack is in his seventies. He’s 
one of those people when the first time he walks into a coffee shop he 
learns everybody’s first name and has a joke and story for them all. 
By his third visit he’s everybody’s old friend. By his fifth, they want 
him to officiate at their wedding. People just want to be around the 
guy because he is flowing joy. 

I ask these people what brings joy to their daily lives. The 
answer is always a variation on the same theme—some moment 
when they brought delight to another. “There is joy in self- 
forgetfulness,” Helen Keller observed. “So I try to make the light in 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 


28/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM 


Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


others’ eyes my sun, the music in others’ ears my symphony, the 
smile on others’ lips my happiness.” 


Miroslav Volf is a professor at Yale who has made studying joy 
his specialty. Joy is not a self-standing emotion, he concludes. It is 
the crown of a well-lived life. “Joy is not merely external to the good 
life, a mint leaf on the cake’s whipped cream. Rather, the good life 
expresses and manifests itself in joy. Joy is the emotional dimension 
of life that goes well and that is led well, a positive affective response 
to life going well and life being led well.” 


Happiness is the proper goal for people on their first mountain. 
And happiness is great. But we only get one life, so we might as well 
use it hunting for big game: to enjoy happiness, but to surpass 
happiness toward joy. 

Happiness tends to be individual; we measure it by asking, “Are 
you happy?” Joy tends to be self-transcending. Happiness is 
something you pursue; joy is something that rises up unexpectedly 
and sweeps over you. Happiness comes from accomplishments; joy 
comes from offering gifts. Happiness fades; we get used to the things 
that used to make us happy. Joy doesn’t fade. To live with joy is to 
live with wonder, gratitude, and hope. People who are on the second 
mountain have been transformed. They are deeply committed. The 
outpouring of love has become a steady force. 
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PART | 


The Two Mountains 
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ONE 


Moral Ecologies 


When I was a young TV pundit, I worked with Jim Lehrer, who 
cofounded a program that is now called the PBS NewsHour. When 
Jim was on the air and delivering the news, his face tended to be 
warm but stoical, because he did not think he should be the story; 
the news should be the story. But when the camera was not on him, 
his face was incredibly expressive. When I was talking on our 
segment and I said something cheap or crass, I would see his mouth 
turn down in displeasure. But when I said something that was useful, 
civil, or amusing, I would see his eyes crinkle with pleasure. For ten 
years, working with a man I deeply admired, I tried to behave in a 
way that would produce the eye crinkle and not the mouth downturn. 

Lehrer never had to formally tell me how to behave, but in this 
subtle and wordless way, he trained me to meet the NewsHour 
standards of what is right. And he didn’t offer these reactions just to 
me; he offered them to everyone on staff, show after show, year after 
year. In this way, he created the NewsHour way of being, a moral 
ecology in which certain values were prioritized, and certain ways of 
being expected. It’s been several years since Lehrer retired, but the 
culture he instilled still defines the NewsHour today. 

We all grew up in one moral ecology or another. We all create 
microcultures around us by the way we lead our lives and the vibes 
we send out to those around us. One of the greatest legacies a person 
can leave is a moral ecology—a system of belief and behavior that 
lives on after they die. 
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Some moral ecologies are local, in a home or office, but some are 
vast and define whole eras and civilizations. The classical Greeks and 
Romans had their honor code with its vision of immortal fame. In 
the late nineteenth century, Parisian artists invented a bohemian 
code celebrating individual freedom and wild creativity, while across 
the Channel, Victorian morality was beginning to form, with its strict 
codes of propriety and respectability. Moral ecologies subtly guide 
how you dress, how you talk, what you admire and disdain, and how 
you define your ultimate purpose. 


Moral ecologies are collective responses to the big problems of a 
specific moment. For example, around the middle third of the 
twentieth century, people in the Northern Hemisphere faced a great 
depression and a cataclysmic world war. Big problems required big 
institutional responses. People joined armies, formed unions, 
worked at big companies. They bonded tightly together as warring 
nations. Therefore, a culture developed that emphasized doing your 
duty, fitting into institutions, conforming to the group, deferring to 
authority, not trying to stick out or get too big for your britches. This 
group-oriented moral ecology could be summed up by the phrase 
“We're All in This Together.” 


The spirit of this culture was nicely captured in a book by Alan 
Ehrenhalt called The Lost City, about some of the communities 
around and in Chicago in the 1950s. There wasn’t a lot of emphasis 
put on individual choice back then. If you were a star baseball player 
like Ernie Banks, you didn’t have the option of becoming a free 
agent. You spent your career as a Chicago Cub. If you had the wrong 
accent or the wrong skin color or were the wrong gender, you 
probably couldn’t get a job at one of the fancy office buildings 
downtown. But people back then tended to have steady attachments 
and a stable connection to place. They did their duty for their 
institutions. 

If you were a man who lived on Chicago’s South Side, there’s a 
good chance you followed your father and grandfather into the 
Nabisco plant, the largest bakery in the world at that time, and 
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joined the union, the Bakery and Confectionery Workers 
International. 


The houses were small, there was no air-conditioning, and TV 
had not yet penetrated, so when the weather was warm, social life 
was conducted on the front stoops, in the alleys, and with children 
running from house to house all day. A young homeowner was 
enveloped in a series of communal activities that, as Ehrenhalt puts 
it, “only the most determined loner could escape: barbecues, coffee 
klatches, volleyball games, baby-sitting co-ops and the constant 
bartering of household goods.” 


If you went to the bank you went to the local bank, Talman 
Federal Savings and Loan. If you bought meat you went to the local 
butcher, Bertucci’s. Sixty-two percent of Americans in those days 
said they were active church members, and if you lived in that 
neighborhood in Chicago, you went to St. Nick’s Parish, where you 
listened to the kindly Father Fennessy say mass in Latin. You 
probably sent your boys to the local parochial school, where they sat 
in neat rows and quaked under the iron discipline of Father Lynch. 

If you went into politics, you probably couldn’t win as a 
freelancer. But you could join Boss Daley’s machine and thrive, 
provided you did what your authority figures told you to do. For 
example, John Fary served the machine in the Illinois state 
legislature, and when he was sixty-four he was rewarded with a seat 
in the U.S. Congress. When asked what he was going to do once 
elected to Congress, he told the press, “I will go to Washington to 
help represent Mayor Daley. For twenty-one years, I represented the 
mayor in the legislature, and he was always right.” He did his duty. 

The ethos nurtured the sort of rich, community life that many 
people pine for today. If somebody asked you where you were from, 
you didn’t just say “Chicago,” you mentioned the specific intersection 
your life revolved around: “Fifty-ninth and Pulaski.” The city was a 
collection of villages. 

That moral ecology had a lot of virtues. It emphasized humility, 
reticence, and self-effacement. The message was you're no better 
than anybody else, but nobody is better than you. It held that self- 
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love—egotism, narcissism—is the root of much evil. If you talked 
about yourself too much, people would call you conceited, and they 
would turn up their nose. 

Of course, this culture had failings, which ultimately made it 
intolerable. This moral ecology tolerated a lot of racism and anti- 
Semitism. Housewives felt trapped and stifled, and professional 
women faced daunting barriers. In 1963, Betty Friedan described a 
problem that had no name, which was the flattening, crushing 
boredom of many female lives. The culture had an emotionally cold 
definition of masculinity; men had trouble expressing their love for 
their wives and children. The food was really boring. People felt 
imprisoned by the pressure of group conformity and tortured by the 
intolerant tyranny of local opinion. Many played out their assigned 
social roles, but they were dead inside. 

There’s a scene in John Steinbeck’s 1962 book Travels with 
Charley that captures how this communal code trapped many people 
in numb, joyless lives. Steinbeck’s cross-country journey with his dog 
has taken him to Chicago, and he needs a hotel room right away, so 
he can shower and rest. The only room the manager has available has 
not been cleaned yet, but Steinbeck says he'll take it anyway. 


When he opens the door, he sees the detritus of the previous 
guest’s stay. From a leftover dry-cleaning receipt, Steinbeck deduces 
that the previous resident, whom he calls Lonesome Harry, lives in 
Westport, Connecticut. On the desk is a letter he had started to his 
wife on the hotel stationery. “I wish you were hear [sic] with me. This 
is a lonesome town. You forgot to put in my cuff links.” 

It’s a good thing Harry’s wife didn’t make a surprise visit. Both a 
highball glass and half the cigarette butts in the ashtray have lipstick 
on them. The hairpin by the bed reveals that the woman who had 
been in the room was a brunette; Steinbeck begins to think of her as 
Lucille. They drank an entire bottle of Jack Daniel’s together. The 
second pillow on the bed had been used but not slept on—no lipstick 
traces. The woman had let Harry get drunk, but she secretly poured 
her whiskey into the vase of red roses on the desk. 
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“I wonder what Harry and Lucille talked about,” Steinbeck 
writes. “I wonder whether she made him less lonesome. Somehow I 
doubt it. I think both of them were doing what was expected of 
them.” Harry shouldn’t have drunk so much. Steinbeck found Tums 
wrappers in the wastebasket and two foil tubes of Bromo-Seltzer in 
the bathroom. There was no sign of anything unexpected, Steinbeck 
wrote, no sign of any real fun, no sign of spontaneous joy. Just 
loneliness. “I felt sad about Harry,” he concluded. This was what 
happened when your life was lived in a drab manner serving some 
soulless organization. Not only were you unfulfilled, you lost the 
capacity to even feel anything. 


There was a lot of commentary in those days about the soul- 
sucking perils of conformity, of being nothing more than an 
organization man, the man in the gray flannel suit, a numb status 
seeker. There was a sense that the group had crushed the individual, 
and that people, reduced to a number, had no sense of an authentic 
self. 


I’M FREE TO BE MYSELF 


Steinbeck published Travels with Charley at just about the time that 
people were beginning to rebel against the “Were All in This 
Together” moral ecology of the postwar years, and put a new one in 
its place. The parade of moral ecologies is usually a story of progress, 
a rational response to the obsolescence of what came before. 
Nonetheless, this progress is a bumpy kind of progress. 


Often it happens in what geographer Ruth DeFries calls the 
“ratchet, hatchet, pivot; ratchet” pattern. People create a moral 
ecology that helps them solve the problems of their moment. That 
ecology works, and society ratchets upward. But over time the 
ecology becomes less relevant to new problems that arise. The old 
culture grows rigid, and members of a counterculture take a hatchet 
to it. There’s a period of turmoil and competition as the champions 
of the different moral orders fight to see which new culture will 
prevail. At these moments—1848, 1917, 1968, today—it’s easy to get 
depressed and to feel that society is coming apart at the seams. There 
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are gigantic and often brutal wars of consecration, battles about what 
way of life is admired most. Eventually society pivots over and settles 
on a new moral ecology, a new set of standards of right and wrong. 
Once that’s in place, there is a new ratchet of progress, and the 
stumble of progress takes another step. 


When a culture changes, obviously not everybody changes all at 
once. This is a big, diverse society. But the average of behavior 
changes. Some desires and values get prioritized, and others are not. 
Some formerly admirable things are disdained and formerly 
marginal things are admired. 

I want to emphasize who leads change in these moments, 
because it is relevant to the moment we find ourselves in today. It’s 
not politicians who lead this kind of change. Instead it’s moral 
activists and cultural pioneers. Those who shape the manners and 
mores are the true legislators of mankind—they wield the greatest 
power and influence. It usually starts with a subculture. A small 
group of creative individuals finds the current moral ecology 
oppressive and alienating. So they go back in history and update an 
old moral ecology that seems to provide a better way to live. They 
create a lifestyle that others find attractive. If you can create a social 
movement that people want to join, they will bend their energies and 
ideas to you. 

As Joseph Campbell put it in an interview with Bill Moyers, 
there are two types of deed. There is the physical deed: the hero who 
performs an act of bravery in war and saves a village. But there is 
also the spiritual hero, who has found a new and better way of 
experiencing spiritual life, and then comes back and communicates it 
to everyone else. Or, in Iris Murdoch’s words: “Man is a creature who 
makes pictures of himself and then comes to resemble the picture.” 

In the 1960s, small groups of young people on communes and 
hippie communities went back and borrowed from the bohemian 
culture—its preference for long hair, youthfulness, rebellion, 
revolution, and open sexual mores; its rejection of all things 
bourgeois. They became, over time, Woodstock freaks, rebels, New 
Age explorers, and eventually bourgeois bohemians. They dressed 
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differently and talked differently than the 1950s Organization Men. 
They conducted their relationships differently and organized their 
living arrangements differently. 

What had once been respect for authority became rejection of 
authority. Once reticence was admired, but now expressiveness was 
admired. Once experience was revered, but now youth was 
celebrated. Once life was seen as a cycle of generations rooted in 
place. But now life was seen as a journey on the open road. Once the 
dominant ethos was about doing your duty, but now life was about 
doing your own thing. Where once the group had come first, now the 
individual came first. Once duty was admired most, now it was 
personal freedom. 


That same year Travels with Charley was published, 1962, a 
group of student radicals met in Port Huron, Michigan. Their 
immediate goal was to fight racism in the north, but they ended up 
having a much broader impact. They had recently formed the 
Students for a Democratic Society and wrote the Port Huron 
Statement, which turned out to be a pretty good indicator of the 
moral ecology to come. 


“The goal of man and society should be human independence,” 
they wrote, “a concern not with image of popularity but with finding 
a meaning of life that is personally authentic....This kind of 
independence does not mean egoistic individualism—the object is 
not to have one’s way so much as it is to have a way that is one’s 


” 


own. 


Basically, the 1960s counterculture took the expressive 
individualism that had been rattling around Romantic 
countercultures for centuries and made it the mainstream mode of 
modern life. 

If “We’re All in This Together” was about the group, this new 
moral ecology was all about freedom, autonomy, authenticity. You 
might summarize it with the phrase “I’m Free to Be Myself.” This 
individualistic ethos, which has sometimes been called “selfism,” was 
pumped into the boomers with their breast milk, and it will be 
drained from every cavity by their morticians. It is an emancipation 
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narrative. The idea was to be liberated from dogma, political 
oppression, social prejudice, and group conformity. This movement 
had a right-wing variant—the individual should be economically 
unregulated—and it had a left-wing variant—each person’s 
individually chosen lifestyle should be socially unregulated. But it 
was all about individual emancipation all the way down. 

I don’t want to spend too much time describing this culture of 
individualism, authenticity, autonomy, and isolation because it has 
been described so masterfully by others: Philip Rieff in The Triumph 
of the Therapeutic, Christopher Lasch in The Culture of Narcissism, 
Gail Sheehy in Passages, Alasdair MacIntyre in After Virtue, Tom 
Wolfe in “The ‘Me’ Decade,” Erica Jong in Fear of Flying, Charles 
Taylor in The Ethics of Authenticity, Robert Bellah in Habits of the 
Heart, and Robert Putnam in Bowling Alone. 

I just want to emphasize that the march toward freedom 
produced many great outcomes. The individualistic culture that 
emerged in the sixties broke through many of the chains that held 
down women and oppressed minorities. It loosened the bonds of 
racism, sexism, anti-Semitism, and homophobia. We could not have 
had Silicon Valley or the whole information age economy without the 
rebel individualism and bursts of creativity that were unleashed by 
this culture. It was an absolutely necessary cultural revolution. 

But many ideas become false when taken to the extreme. 
America has always had a more individualistic culture than other 
places, which Tocqueville noticed back in the 1830s. But when 
individualism becomes the absolutely dominant ethos of a 
civilization—when it is not counterbalanced with any competing 
ethos—then the individuals within it may have maximum freedom, 
but the links between the individuals slowly begin to dissolve. The 
grand narrative of “I’m Free to Be Myself” has been playing out for 
about fifty years. It has evolved into a culture of hyper-individualism. 
This moral ecology is built on a series of ideas or assumptions. I'll 
just list a few: 

The buffered self. The autonomous individual is the 
fundamental unit of society. A community is a collection of 
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individuals who are making their own choices about how to live. The 
best social arrangement guarantees the widest possible freedom for 
individual choice. The central social principle is “No Harm, No Foul.” 
Each individual has the right to live in any way he or she pleases as 
long as they don’t interfere with other people’s rights to live as they 
please. The ideal society is one in which people live unencumbered 
but together, each doing their own thing. 


The God within. The goal of life is to climb Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs and achieve self-actualization and self-fulfillment. 
As you make your own personal journey, you learn to better express 
your own unique self. You learn to get in touch with yourself, find 
yourself, and live in a way that is authentic to who you really are. The 
ultimate source of authority is found inside, in listening to the 
authentic voice of the Hidden Oracle within, in staying true to your 
feelings and by not conforming to the standards of the corrupt 
society outside. 

The privatization of meaning. It’s a mistake to simply 
accept the received ideas of the world around you. You have to come 
up with your own values, your own worldview. As Justice Anthony 
Kennedy put it in a famous Supreme Court decision, “At the heart of 
liberty is the right to define one’s own concept of existence, of 
meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of human life.” 

It’s not the job of schools or neighborhoods or even parents to 
create a shared moral order. It’s something you do on your own, and 
who are you to judge if another person’s moral order is better or 
worse than any others? 

The dream of total freedom. In other cultures, people are 
formed by and flourish within institutions that precede individual 
choice—family, ethnic heritage, faith, nation. But these are precisely 
the sorts of institutions that the culture of individualism eats away 
at, because they are unchosen and therefore seen as not quite 
legitimate. In an individualistic culture, the best life is the freest life. 
Spiritual formation happens in freedom, not within obligation. 

The centrality of accomplishment. In a hyper- 
individualistic society, people are not measured by how they conform 
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to a shared moral code. They are not measured by how fully they 
have submerged themselves in thick relationships. They are 
measured by what they have individually achieved. Status, 
admiration, and being loved follow personal achievement. 
Selfishness is accepted, because taking care of and promoting the self 
is the prime mission. It’s okay to be self-oriented because in a 
properly structured society, private selfishness can be harnessed to 
produce public goods, such as economic growth. Researchers at the 
Harvard Graduate School of Education recently asked ten thousand 
middle and high school students if their parents cared more about 
personal achievements or whether they were kind. Eighty percent 
said their parents cared more about achievements—individual 
success over relational bonds. 

You could add other ideas to my list of things that characterize 
the culture of a hyper-individualistic society: consumerism, a 
therapeutic mindset, the preference for technology over intimacy. 
The big fact is that these ideas, spreading for half a century, have 
made it harder to live bonded, communal lives. 


Hyper-individualism is not a new problem. It comes and goes. A 
few years ago, I was reading Sebastian Junger’s book Tribe. I came 
across a phenomenon that has haunted me ever since. In eighteenth- 
century America, Colonial society and Native American society sat, 
unhappily, side by side. As time went by, settlers from Europe began 
defecting to live with the natives. No natives defected to live with the 
colonials. This bothered the Europeans. They had, they assumed, the 
superior civilization, and yet people were voting with their feet to live 
in the other way. The colonials occasionally persuaded natives to 
come with them, and taught them English, but very quickly the 
natives returned home. During the wars with the Indians, many 
European settlers were taken prisoner and held within Indian tribes. 
They had plenty of chances to escape and return, but did not. When 
Europeans came to “rescue” them, they fled into the woods to hide 
from their “rescuers.” 


The difference was that people in Indian villages had a 
communal culture and close attachments. They lived in a spiritual 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 


40/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM 


Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


culture that saw all creation as a single unity. The Europeans had an 
individualistic culture and were more separable. When actually given 
the choice, a lot of people preferred community over self. The story 
made me think that it’s possible for a whole society to get itself into a 
place where it’s fundamentally misordered. 

There’s always a tension between self and society. If things are 
too tightly bound, then the urge to rebel is strong. But we’ve got the 
opposite problem. In a culture of “I’m Free to Be Myself,” individuals 
are lonely and loosely attached. Community is attenuated, 
connections are dissolved, and loneliness spreads. This situation 
makes it difficult to be good—to fulfill the deep human desires for 
love and connection. It’s hard on people of all ages, but it’s especially 
hard on young adults. They are thrown into a world that is 
unstructured and uncertain, with few authorities or guardrails except 
those they are expected to build on their own. Among other things, it 
becomes phenomenally hard to launch yourself into life. 
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TWO 


The Instagram Life 


Every society has a way of transmitting its values to the young. Some 
societies do it through religious festivals or military parades. One of 
the ways we do it is through a secular sermon called the 
commencement address. 

Colleges generally ask a person distinguished by fantastic career 
success to give a speech in which they claim that career success is not 
that important. Then these phenomenally accomplished individuals 
often go on to tell their audiences that you shouldn't be afraid to fail. 
From this young people learn that failure can be wonderful—if you 
happen to be J. K. Rowling, Denzel Washington, or Steve Jobs. 

But this lesson is not the only advice we in the middle-aged 
commencement-giving world offer young adults. We use these 
speeches to pass along the dominant values of our age. We hand 
them over like some great, awesome presents. And it turns out these 
presents are great big boxes of nothing. 

Many young people are graduating into limbo. Floating and 
plagued by uncertainty, they want to know what specifically they 
should do with their lives. So we hand them the great empty box of 
freedom! The purpose of life is to be free. Freedom leads to 
happiness! We’re not going to impose anything on you or tell you 
what to do. We give you your liberated self to explore. Enjoy your 
freedom! 
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The students in the audience put down that empty box because 
they are drowning in freedom. What they're looking for is direction. 
What is freedom for? How do I know which path is my path? 


So we hand them another big box of nothing—the big box of 
possibility! Your future is limitless! You can do anything you set your 
mind to! The journey is the destination! Take risks! Be audacious! 
Dream big! 


But this mantra doesn’t help them, either. If you don’t know 
what your life is for, how does it help to be told that your future is 
limitless? That just ups the pressure. So they put down that empty 
box. They are looking for a source of wisdom. Where can I find the 
answers to my big questions? 

So we hand them the empty box of authenticity: Look inside 
yourself! Find your true inner passion. You are amazing! Awaken the 
giant within! Live according to your own true way! You do you! 

This is useless, too. The “you” we tell them to consult for life’s 
answers is the very thing that hasn’t yet formed. So they put down 
that empty box and ask, What can I devote myself to? What cause 
will inspire me and give meaning and direction to my life? 

At this point we hand them the emptiest box of all—the box of 
autonomy. You are on your own, we tell them. It’s up to you to define 
your own values. No one else can tell you what’s right or wrong for 
you. Your truth is to be found in your own way through your own 
story that you tell about yourself. Do what you love! 

You will notice that our answers take all the difficulties of living 
in your twenties and make them worse. The graduates are in limbo, 
and we give them uncertainty. They want to know why they should 
do this as opposed to that. And we have nothing to say except, Figure 
it out yourself based on no criteria outside yourself. They are 
floundering in a formless desert. Not only do we not give them a 
compass, we take a bucket of sand and throw it all over their heads! 

Kierkegaard once summarized the question that these graduates 
are really asking: “What I really need to be clear about is what am I 
to do, not about what I must know....It is a question of finding a truth 
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that is truth for me, of finding the idea for which I am willing to live 
and die....It is for this my soul thirsts, as the deserts of Africa thirst 
for water.” 


How is it that on this biggest question of all, we have nothing to 
say? 


THE BIG SWIM TO NOWHERE 


When youre a student, life is station to station. There’s always the 
next assignment, the next test, the next admissions application to 
structure a student’s schedule and energies. Social life has its 
dramas, but at least it’s laid out right there in front of you in the 
dining hall and the dorm. 

Then, from the most structured and supervised childhood in 
human history, you get spit out after graduation into the least 
structured young adulthood in human history. Yesterday parents, 
teachers, coaches, and counselors were all marking your progress 
and cheering your precious self. Today the approval bath stops. The 
world doesn’t know your name or care who you are. The person on 
the other side of the desk at every job interview has that distant 
Kanye attitude—there’s a million of you; there’s only one of me. 


In centuries past, emerging adults took their parents’ jobs, 
faiths, towns, and identities. But in the age of “I’m Free to Be 
Myself,” you are expected to find your own career path, your own 
social tribe, your own beliefs, values, life partners, gender roles, 
political viewpoints, and social identities. As a student, your focus 
was primarily on the short term, but now you need a different set of 
navigational skills, to the far-horizon goals you will begin to orient 
your life toward. 

The average American has seven jobs over the course of their 
twenties. A third of recent college graduates are unemployed, 
underemployed, or making less than $30,000 a year at any given 
moment. Half feel they have no plan for their life, and nearly half of 
people in their twenties have had no sexual partner in the last year. 
These are peak years for alcoholism and drug addiction. People in 
this life stage move every three years. Forty percent move back in 
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with their parents at least once. They are much less likely to attend 
religious services or join a political party. 

People in their odyssey years tend to be dementedly optimistic 
about the long-term future. Ninety-six percent of eighteen-to- 
twenty-four-year-olds agree with the statement “I am very sure that 
someday I will get to where I want to be in life.” But the present is 
marked by wandering, loneliness, detachment, doubt, 
underemployment, heartbreaks, and bad bosses, while their parents 
go slowly insane. 


THE AESTHETIC LIFE 


Some people graduate from college with the mindset of daring 
adventurers. This is the time for fun before real life settles in. 
Marriage and a real job will just arrive in the mail one day when they 
are thirty-five. In the meantime, they’re going to have experiences. 

These are the people who at age twenty-three go teach English in 
Mongolia or lead white-water rafting trips in Colorado. This daring 
course has real advantages. Your first job out of college is probably 
going to suck anyway, so, as the impact investor Blair Miller advises, 
you might as well use this period to widen your horizon of risk. If you 
do something completely crazy you will know forever after that you 
can handle a certain amount of craziness, and your approach to life 
for all the decades hence will be more courageous. Furthermore, you 
will build what the clinical psychologist Meg Jay calls “identity 
capital.” At every job interview and dinner party for the next three 
decades, somebody will want to ask you what it was like teaching 
English in Mongolia, and that will distinguish you from everybody 
else. 

This is an excellent way to begin your twenties. The problem 
with this kind of life only becomes evident a few years down the road 
if you haven't settled down into one thing. If you say yes to 
everything year after year, you end up leading what Kierkegaard 
lamented as an aesthetic style of life. The person leading the 
aesthetic life is leading his life as if it were a piece of art, judging it by 
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aesthetic criteria—is it interesting or dull, pretty or ugly, pleasurable 
or painful? 

Such a person schedules a meditation retreat here, a Burning 
Man visit there, one fellowship one year and another one the next. 
There’s swing dancing one day, SoulCycle twice a week, Krav Maga 
for a few months, Bikram Yoga for a few months more, and 
occasionally a cool art gallery on a Sunday afternoon. Your 
Instagram feed will be amazing, and everybody will think you’re the 
coolest person ever. You tell yourself that relationships really matter 
to you—scheduling drinks, having lunch—but after you’ve had twenty 
social encounters in a week you forget what all those encounters are 
supposed to build to. You have thousands of conversations and 
remember none. 


The problem is that the person in the aesthetic phase sees life as 
possibilities to be experienced and not projects to be fulfilled or 
ideals to be lived out. He will hover above everything but never land. 
In the aesthetic way of life, each individual day is fun, but it doesn’t 
seem to add up to anything. 

The theory behind this life is that you should rack up 
experiences. But if you live life as a series of serial adventures, you 
will wander about in the indeterminacy of your own passing feelings 
and your own changeable heart. Life will be a series of temporary 
moments, not an accumulating flow of accomplishment. You will lay 
waste to your powers, scattering them in all directions. You will be 
plagued by a fear of missing out. Your possibilities are endless, but 
your decision-making landscape is hopelessly flat. 

As Annie Dillard put it, how you spend your days is how you 
spend your life. If you spend your days merely consuming random 
experiences, you will begin to feel like a scattered consumer. If you 
want to sample something from every aisle in the grocery store of 
life, you turn yourself into a chooser, the sort of self-obsessed person 
who is always thinking about himself and his choices and is 
eventually paralyzed by self-consciousness. 


Our natural enthusiasm trains us to be people pleasers, to say 
yes to other people. But if you aren’t saying a permanent no to 
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anything, giving anything up, then you probably aren’t diving into 
anything fully. A life of commitment means saying a thousand noes 
for the sake of a few precious yeses. 


When enough people are going through this phase at once, you 
end up with a society in which everything is in flux. You end up with 
what the Polish philosopher Zygmunt Bauman calls “liquid 
modernity.” In the age of the smartphone, the friction costs involved 
in making or breaking any transaction or relationship approach zero. 
The Internet is commanding you to click on and sample one thing 
after another. Living online often means living in a state of diversion. 
When you're living in diversion you're not actually deeply interested 
in things; you’re just bored at a more frenetic pace. Online life is 
saturated with decommitment devices. If you can’t focus your 
attention for thirty seconds, how on earth are you going to commit 
for life? 


Such is life in the dizziness of freedom. Nobody quite knows 
where they stand with one another. Everybody is pretty sure that 
other people are doing life better. Comparison is the robber of joy. 

After several years of pursuing open options, it’s not so much 
that you lose the thread of the meaning of your life; you have trouble 
even staying focused on the question. David Foster Wallace’s epic 
novel Infinite Jest is a description of this distracted frame of mind. 
It’s about a movie so “fatally entertaining” that everybody becomes a 
drooling zombie in its trance. The big questions of life have been 
replaced by entertainment. The novel itself embodies the mind of the 
terminally distracted, with sentences stringing along and doubling 
back on one another, thoughts just popping up here and there. In 
such a world, everybody is buzzingly entertained but not necessarily 
progressing. 

Wallace thought the way to fight all this was to focus your 
individual attention—through a sort of iron willpower. “Learning 
how to think really means learning how to exercise some control over 
how and what you think,” Wallace told Kenyon College graduates in 
his famous commencement address. “It means being conscious and 
aware enough to choose what you pay attention to and to choose how 
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you construct meaning from experience. Because if you cannot 
exercise this kind of choice in adult life, you will be totally hosed.” 


But Wallace’s remedy is unrealistic. When you are in your 
distraction, untethered to actual commitments, focusing your 
attention is precisely what you cannot do. Your mind is afloat and at 
the play of prompts. Do not flatter yourself in thinking that you’re 
brave enough or capable enough to see into the deepest and most 
important parts of yourself. One of the reasons you are rushing about 
is because you are running away from yourself. 


You know that at some point you should sit down and find some 
overall direction for your life. But the mind wants to wander from the 
meaty big questions, which are completely daunting and 
unanswerable, to the diverting candy right on your phone—the tiny 
dopamine lift. 


All of this points in one direction: into the ditch. The person who 
graduates from school and pursues an aesthetic pattern of life often 
ends up in the ditch. It’s only then that they realize the truth that 
somehow nobody told them: Freedom sucks. 

Political freedom is great. But personal, social, and emotional 
freedom—when it becomes an ultimate end—absolutely sucks. It 
leads to a random, busy life with no discernible direction, no firm 
foundation, and in which, as Marx put it, all that’s solid melts to air. 
It turns out that freedom isn’t an ocean you want to spend your life 
in. Freedom is a river you want to get across so you can plant 
yourself on the other side—and fully commit to something. 
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THREE 


The Insecure Overachiever 


If one group of young people approach adulthood as an aesthetic 
experience, another group tries to treat adulthood as much as 
possible like a continuation of school. These students usually went to 
competitive colleges and tend to come from the upper strata of 
society. They were good at getting admitted into places, so they apply 
to companies that have competitive hiring procedures. As students, 
they enjoyed the borrowed prestige of high-status colleges, so as 
adults they enjoy the borrowed prestige of high-status companies 
and service organizations. As students, they were good at winning 
gold stars, and so they follow a gold-star-winning kind of life when 
they enter the workforce, and their parents get to brag that they work 
at Google or Williams & Connolly, or that they go to Harvard 
Business School. 


This group of emerging adults are pragmatists. They are good at 
solving problems. The problem for a college junior and senior is 
anticipated ambiguity. Graduation is approaching, and you don’t 
know what comes next. The pragmatists solve this problem by 
flocking to companies and such that can tell them, even as juniors in 
college, what they will be doing for at least a few years hence. The 
uncertainty is over. Plus, now they will have a good answer when 
adults ask them, as they are prone to do, what they are going to do 
after graduation. In order to keep the existential anxiety about what 
to do with their life carefully suppressed underneath the waterline of 
consciousness, they grab the first job that comes along. 
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Unfortunately, this pragmatic route doesn’t spare you from the 
ditch, either. Never underestimate the power of the environment you 
work in to gradually transform who you are. When you choose to 
work at a certain company, you are turning yourself into the sort of 
person who works in that company. That’s great if the culture of 
McKinsey or General Mills satisfies your very soul. But if it doesn’t, 
there will be some little piece of yourself that will go unfed and get 
hungrier and hungrier. 

Moreover, living life in a pragmatic, utilitarian manner turns 
you into a utilitarian pragmatist. The “How do I succeed?” questions 
quickly eclipse the “Why am I doing this?” questions. 

Suddenly your conversation consists mostly of descriptions of 
how busy you are. Suddenly you're a chilly mortal, going into hyper- 
people-pleasing mode anytime you're around your boss. You spend 
much of your time mentor shopping, trying to find some successful 
older person who will answer all your questions and solve all your 
problems. It turns out that the people in your workplace don’t want 
you to have a deep, fulfilling life. They give you gold stars of 
affirmation every time you mold yourself into the shrewd animal the 
workplace wants you to be. You’ve read those Marxist analyses of the 
bosses exploiting the workers. Suddenly it occurs to you that you 
have become your own boss and your own exploiter. You begin to 
view yourself not as a soul to be uplifted but as a set of skills to be 
maximized. 


It’s fascinating how easy it is to simply let drop those spiritual 
questions that used to plague you, to let slide those deep books that 
used to define you, to streamline yourself into a professional person. 


Furthermore, workaholism is a surprisingly effective distraction 
from emotional and spiritual problems. It’s surprisingly easy to 
become emotionally avoidant and morally decoupled, to be less close 
to and vulnerable with those around you, to wall off the dark jungle 
deep inside you, to gradually tamp down the highs and lows and 
simply live in neutral. Have you noticed how many people are more 
boring and half-hearted at age thirty-five than they were at twenty? 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 


50/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


The meritocracy is the most self-confident moral system in the 
world today. It’s so engrossing and seems so natural that we’re not 
even aware of how it encourages a certain economic vocabulary 
about noneconomic things. Words change their meaning. 
“Character” is no longer a moral quality oriented around love, 
service, and care, but a set of workplace traits organized around grit, 
productivity, and self-discipline. The meritocracy defines 
“community” as a mass of talented individuals competing with one 
another. It organizes society into an endless set of outer and inner 
rings, with high achievers at the Davos center and everybody else 
arrayed across the wider rings toward the edge. While it pretends not 
to, it subliminally sends the message that those who are smarter and 
more accomplished are actually worth more than those who are not. 

The meritocracy’s soul-flattening influence is survivable if you 
have your own competing moral system that exists in you alongside 
it, but if you have no competing value system, the meritocracy 
swallows you whole. You lose your sense of agency, because the 
rungs of the professional ladder determine your schedule and life 
course. The meritocracy gives you brands to attach to—your 
prestigious school, your nice job title—which work well as status 
markers and seem to replace the urgent need to find out who you are. 
Work, the poet David Whyte writes, “is a place you can lose yourself 
more easily perhaps than finding yourself.” 

Journalist Lisa Miller describes an “ambition collision” she saw 
in her peers, mostly young women of the professional set. These are 
the opportunity seizers, she writes, the list makers, the ascendant 
females weaned on Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In, who delayed marriage 
and children because they were driven to do big things and run big 
things. 

But at a certain age, Miller writes, they've “lost it, like a child 
losing grasp of a helium balloon. Grief-stricken, they are baffled too.” 
As one woman told Miller, “There’s no vision.” Or, as another put it, 
there’s “nothing solid.” They fantasize about quitting their jobs and 
moving home to Michigan, or having kids merely as an excuse to 
drop out of the rat race. “They murmur about purpose, about the 
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concrete satisfactions of baking a loaf of bread or watching a garden 
grow.” They stay put, diligently working, “waiting for something— 
anything—to reignite them, to convince them that their wanting 
hasn’t abandoned them for good.” 


Miller portrays this as a female problem, arising from society’s 
screwed-up attitudes about women and work. But I notice many men 
also have a sensation that they are under-living their lives. Centuries 
ago there was a common word for what these people are going 
through: acedia. 


This word is used much less frequently today, which is peculiar 
since the state it describes is so common. Acedia is the quieting of 
passion. It is a lack of care. It is living a life that doesn’t arouse your 
strong passions and therefore instills a sluggishness of the soul, like 
an oven set on warm. The person living in acedia may have a job and 
a family, but he is not entirely grabbed by his own life. His heart is 
over there, but his life is over here. 


Desire makes you adhesive. Desire pushes you to get close—to 
the person, job, or town you love. But lack of desire makes you 
detached, and instills in you over time an attitude of emotional 
avoidance, a phony nonchalance. In short, the meritocracy 
encourages you to drift into a life that society loves but which you 
don't. It’s impossible to feel wholehearted. 

A person who tries to treat life as if it were an extension of 
school often becomes what the Danish novelist Matias Dalsgaard 
calls an “insecure overachiever”: “Such a person must have no stable 
or solid foundation to build upon, and yet nonetheless tries to build 
his way out of his problem. It’s an impossible situation. You can’t 
compensate for having a foundation made of quicksand by building a 
new story on top. But this person takes no notice and hopes that the 
problem down in the foundation won’t be found out if only the 
construction work on the top keeps going.” 

The problem with pragmatism, as they say, is that it doesn’t 
work. The insecure overachiever never fully wills anything and thus 
is never fully satisfied. His brain is moving and his status is rising, 
but his heart and soul are never fully engaged. 
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When you have nothing but your identity and job title to rest on, 
then you find yourself constantly comparing yourself to others. You 
are haunted by your conception of yourself. People who live in this 
way imagine that there are other people who are enjoying career 
splendor and private joy. That loser in college who did nothing but 
watch TV is now a big movie producer; that quiet guy in the training 
program is now a billionaire hedge fund manager. What does it profit 
a man to sell his own soul if others are selling theirs and getting more 
for it? 
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FOUR 
The Valley 


Leo Tolstoy had one of the most successful first mountains in human 
history. As a young man he joined the army and sowed his wild oats. 
He had his adventures, his love affairs; he challenged men to duels. 
Then he tried to make a name for himself as a great intellectual. He 
gathered with a group of his fellows and together they launched 
radical magazines, wrote essays, and tried to spread enlightenment. 
He became a novelist and succeeded beyond anybody’s wildest 
imaginings. The results were War and Peace and Anna Karenina 
and much else. 

He was not a moral slacker, either. Tolstoy was always giving up 
things in order to make himself a better person: tobacco, hunting, 
alcohol, meat. He wrote up rules for himself so he could love people 
more and treat all others equally and that sort of thing. 


His faith in those years, he later recalled, was in perfecting 
himself: 


I tried to achieve intellectual perfection; I studied 
everything I could, everything that life gave me a chance 
to study. I tried to perfect my will and set up rules for 
myself that I endeavored to follow. I strove for physical 
perfection by doing all the exercises that develop strength 
and agility and undergoing all the hardships that 
discipline the self in endurance and perseverance. I took 
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all this to be perfection. The starting point of it all was, of 
course, moral perfection, but this was soon replaced by a 
belief in overall perfection, that is, a desire to be better 
not in my own eyes or in the eyes of God, but rather a 
desire to be better in the eyes of other people. 


Then life hit him with its blows. His brother Nicholas died at age 
thirty-seven. He was a good, serious man who never understood why 
he lived or why he died. No theories Tolstoy could think of could 
explain his brother’s death. 


Then Tolstoy had an experience that persuaded him that there is 
a good far greater than his prestige and perfection. It was absolute 
truth, something that is not built by human reason but simply exists. 
Tolstoy was in Paris when he witnessed an execution. 


When I saw how the head was severed from the body and 
heard the thud of each part as it fell into the box, I 
understood, not with my intellect but with my whole 
being, that no theories of the rationality of existence or of 
progress could justify such an act; I realized that even if 
all the people in the world from the day of creation found 
this to be necessary according to whatever theory, I knew 
that it was not necessary and that it was wrong. 
Therefore, my judgments must be based on what is right 
and necessary and not on what people say and do. 


Tolstoy had thus far bet his life on the enlightenment project, on 
reason, progress, intellectuals, public approval, and progress. And 
now he lost faith in that project. What was the point of life? 


My life came to a stop. I could breathe, eat, drink, and 
sleep; indeed, I could not help but breathe, eat, drink, and 
sleep. But there was no life in me because I had no desires 
whose satisfaction I would have found reasonable. If I 
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wanted something, I knew beforehand that it did not 
matter whether or not I got it. 


Life began to feel absurd and useless. He removed all the ropes 
from his room so he would not hang himself. He kept himself away 
from his hunting rifles so he would not shoot himself. He began to 
regard his former writing intellectual life as a form of madness. Who 
could really care if he got a good review in this or that journal? It 
now seemed that he and his cronies hadn’t been improving the 
world, just writing to become rich and famous. Tolstoy was sick of 
life and saw no point in it. He was in the valley. 


If this sense of lostness can happen to a Tolstoy, then it can 
happen to anybody. After all, the rest of us can be haunted by the 
idea that we haven’t accomplished as much as we could. But Tolstoy 
was one of the greatest writers who ever lived and knew it. Wealth 
and fame and accomplishment do not spare anybody from the valley. 


THE REST OF US 


There are people who go through life without ever stumbling into the 
valley, and more power to them. But most of us have had to endure 
some season of suffering, some season when we had to ask ourselves 
the fundamental questions. 


Suffering comes in many forms. Some people are busy at work 
but realize they’ve lost the thread of their lives. Some people suffer a 
heartbreak. Some people lose a loved one, which makes them feel as 
if some bright future is forever lost. Others get knocked sideways by 
a heart attack, cancer, or stroke. Others experience failure or 
scandal; they've built their identity on some external performance, 
and that is now gone. 


For some people this feeling is not a dramatic crisis. It’s just a 
creeping malaise, a gradual loss of enthusiasm in what they are 
doing. The Jungian analyst James Hollis had a patient who explained 
it this way: “I always sought to win whatever the game was, and only 
now do I realize how much I have been played by the game.” A 
person may fight ferociously to win success, to be better than 
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everybody else, and then one day find it all seems empty and 
meaningless. “Unable to value, unable to enjoy,” one of Tolstoy’s 
characters says. 

In an essay for Oprah.com, writer Ada Calhoun described the 
way many women even in their thirties and forties feel adrift, like 
they're misleading their lives. One of her friends, forty-one, told her, 
“Sometimes, I have these moments of clarity, usually during lengthy 
conference calls,” she said. “This voice in my head suddenly starts 
shouting: What are you doing? This is pointless and boring! Why 
aren't you out there doing something you love?” 

In his book Excellent Sheep, William Deresiewicz describes his 
own descent into young despond. He grew up in a family of engineers 
and scientists and assumed that science was what he wanted to do 
with his life. Before a single class in college, before permitting 
himself to live with a single moment of uncertainty, he decided to 
double major in biology and psychology. Before stepping foot on 
campus he’d locked up three-quarters of the courses he would take 
there. By the time he realized he should have been an English major, 
it was too late to change, so he graduated with a degree in two 
subjects he had no desire to pursue professionally. 


Lacking a clear goal for his life, he parked himself in a place that 
would allow him to keep his options open. He applied to law school, 
and then when it was clear that he had no interest in the law, he 
applied to journalism school, which he had no interest in either, and 
then took a job at a nonprofit. “So there I was, a couple of years after 
college, bitter from the fact that I had thrown away the chance to get 
an education, working a job that meant nothing to me, my career 
essentially dead in the water, my self-belief in ruins, with no idea 
what I wanted to do or where I should go next.” 

People generally go through a familiar process before they can 
acknowledge how comprehensive their problem is. First, they deny 
that there’s something wrong with their life. Then they intensify their 
efforts to follow the old failing plan. Then they try to treat themselves 
with some new thrill: They have an affair, drink more, or start doing 
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drugs. Only when all this fails do they admit that they need to change 
the way they think about life. 


THE TELOS CRISIS 


This is a telos crisis. A telos crisis is defined by the fact that people in 
it don’t know what their purpose is. When this happens, they become 
fragile. Nietzsche says that he who has a “why” to live for can endure 
any “how.” If you know what your purpose is, you can handle the 
setbacks. But when you don’t know what your purpose is, any 
setback can lead to total collapse. As Seamus Heaney put it, “You are 
neither here nor there, / A hurry through which known and strange 
things pass.” 

In my experience, a telos crisis comes in two forms, walking and 
sleeping. In the walking form, the sufferer just keeps trudging along. 
She has been hit by some blow, or suffers from some deep ennui, but 
she doesn’t know what she wants or how she should change her life, 
so she just keeps on doing what she was doing—same job, same 
place, and same life. She is living with the psychological awareness 
that she is settling. I had a friend named Casey Gerald who was being 
interviewed for a job. At the end of the interview he turned the tables 
on the interviewer and asked her a question: “What would you do if 
you weren’t afraid?” The interviewer burst out crying. If she wasn’t 
afraid, she wouldn’t be doing HR for that company. That’s a walking 
telos crisis. 


The second kind of telos crisis is the sleeping kind. In this 
version, the sufferer is just laid low, crawls into bed, and watches 
Netflix. His confidence is shot. He is paralyzed by self-focus. He has 
this weird and unwarranted conviction that it’s too late for him; life 
has passed him by. Other people’s accomplishments begin to bring 
real pain, as the distance between their (apparent) swift ascent and 
his pathetic stasis begins to seem hopelessly wide. 

David Foster Wallace noticed it in a lot of his friends: 
“Something that doesn’t have very much to do with physical 
circumstances, or the economy, or any of the stuff that gets talked 
about in the news. It’s more like stomach-level sadness. I see it in 
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myself and my friends in different ways. It manifests itself as a kind 
of lostness.” Beneath the psychological manifestations, Wallace 
noticed that the fundamental cause was moral directionlessness. 
“This is a generation that has an inheritance of absolutely nothing as 
far as meaningful moral values.” 


And it’s hard to know how many people are suffering in this sort 
of crisis because people have become so good at masking it. As the 
young writer Veronica Rae Saron put it, “Conversation after 
conversation, it has become more and more clear: those among us 
with flashy Instagram accounts, perfectly manufactured LinkedIn 
profiles, and confident exteriors (yours truly) are probably those who 
are feeling the most confused, anxious, and stuck when it comes to 
the future. The millennial 20-something stuck-ness sensation is 
everywhere, and there is a direct correlation between those who feel 
it and those who put off a vibe of feeling extremely secure.” 
Eventually there’s no escaping the big questions. What’s my best life? 
What do I believe in? Where do I belong? 


THE SOCIAL VALLEY 


Individuals can fall into the valley, and whole societies can, too. In 
the early 1960s our culture began to embrace a hyper-individualistic 
way of life to help it address the problems of that moment. But after 
a few decades, that culture, taken to the extreme, produced its own 
crisis. 

The grand narrative of individual emancipation left us with what 
some have called “the great disembedding.” Whereas before people 
tended to be enmeshed in tight communities with prescribed social 
norms that sometimes seemed stifling, now they are cut loose. 
Whereas once they served in hierarchical institutions, now they have 
trouble thinking institutionally at all—how to live within an 
institution, steward an institution, and reform an institution—so the 
quality of our social organizations that make up our common life 
decays. 

Most of all, hyper-individualism has led to a society where 
people live further and further apart from one another—socially, 
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emotionally, even physically. The English philosopher Simon May 
said that love is “ontological rootedness.” Love gives you a feeling of 
being grounded. Many people, even within families, don’t have that. 
Many people in romantic relationships don’t have that. It used to be 
that people complained that young adults were having sex without 
love; now they are increasingly not even having sex at all. A half 
century of emancipation has made individualism, which was the 
heaven for our grandparents, into our hell. It has produced four 
interrelated social crises. 


1. THE LONELINESS CRISIS 


Thirty-five percent of Americans over forty-five are chronically 
lonely. Only 8 percent of Americans report having important 
conversations with their neighbors in a given year. In 1950, less than 
10 percent of households were single-person households; now nearly 
30 percent are. The majority of children born to women under thirty 
are born into single-parent households. These are symptoms of a 
general detachment. The fastest growing political group is 
unaffiliated. The fastest growing religious group is unaffiliated. 
Researchers in Britain asked pastors to describe the most common 
issue they have to address with their parishioners. Seventy-six 
percent said loneliness and mental health. Former surgeon general 
Vivek Murthy wrote in the Harvard Business Review, “During my 
years caring for patients, the most common pathology I saw was not 
heart disease or diabetes; it was loneliness.” 

The psychological, social, and moral toll caused by this 
detachment is horrific. 


Since 1999, the U.S. suicide rate has risen by 30 percent. The 
plague hit the young hard. Between 2006 and 2016, suicide rates for 
those between age ten and seventeen rose by 70 percent. Roughly 
forty-five thousand Americans kill themselves every year, and suicide 
is largely a proxy for loneliness. Opioids kill an additional seventy- 
two thousand Americans every year. And opioid addiction is just 
slow-motion suicide. In 2018, the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention announced that the life span of the average American had 
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declined for the third consecutive year. This is an absolutely stunning 
trend. In affluent, cohesive societies, life spans get gradually longer 
as a matter of course. The last time the American life span contracted 
for this length of time was 1915 to 1918, when the country was 
enduring a world war and a flu pandemic that killed 675,000 
Americans. The reason American lives are shorter today is the 
increase in the so-called deaths of despair—suicide, drug overdose, 
liver problems, and so on. And those, in turn, are caused by the social 
isolation that is all around us. 


2. DISTRUST 


The second crisis is one of alienation. The great sociologist Robert 
Nisbet defines alienation as “the state of mind that can find a social 
order remote, incomprehensible, or fraudulent.” That’s pretty much 
the normal state of affairs in America today. People in that earlier 
generation generally assumed that self-sacrifice made sense, because 
if you served your organization, it would serve you back. But, as the 
pollster Daniel Yankelovich pointed out decades ago, faith in that 
giving-getting compact has broken down. Now it is assumed that if 
you give, they will take. If you sacrifice, others will take advantage. 
The reciprocity is gone, and people feel detached from their 
neighbors and disgusted by the institutions of public life. 


In the 1940s and ’50s, when the ethos was more “Were All in 
This Together,” roughly 75 percent of Americans said they trusted 
government to do the right thing most of the time. Now less than 25 
percent do. In that earlier age, according to the General Social 
Survey, roughly 60 percent of Americans said that their neighbors 
were trustworthy; now only 32 percent do and only 18 percent of 
millennials. Every age group in America is less trusting than the one 
before, and, as Robert Putnam of Harvard points out, that’s for a 
very good reason: People are less trustworthy. It’s not that 
perception is getting worse. It’s actual behavior. The quality of our 
relationships is worse. Distrust breeds distrust. When people feel 
distrustful they conclude that the only person they can rely on is 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 61/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


themselves. “What loneliness is more lonely than distrust?” George 
Eliot wrote in Middlemarch. 


3. THE CRISIS OF MEANING 


The third crisis is a crisis of meaning. It is a stunning fact of our age 
that, despite all we have learned about the brain, mental health 
problems, including depression, are rising, not falling. And things 
seem to be deteriorating quickly. In 2012, 5.9 percent of young 
people suffered from severe depression. By 2015 it was 8.2 percent. 


This is, in part, because of the smartphone, but also because so 
many people have lost a sense of purpose in their lives. When you 
take away a common moral order and tell everybody to find their 
own definition of the mystery of life, most people will come up 
empty. They will not have a compelling story that explains the 
meaning of their life in those moments when life gets hard. In a 
study for his book The Path to Purpose, William Damon found that 
only 20 percent of young adults have a fully realized sense of 
purpose. 

Many people have lost faith in the great causes and institutions 
that earlier generations relied on to give life a sense of purpose and 
meaning. They have lost faith in faith. Actual church attendance has 
declined by almost half since the early 1960s. They have lost faith in 
country. In 2003, according to the Gallup organization, 70 percent of 
Americans said they were “extremely proud” to be Americans. By 
2016, only 52 percent of Americans said that, and only 34 percent of 
millennials agree. And this was before the election of Donald Trump. 
All of these numbers suggest people do not feel they are part of some 
larger story that they can believe in and dedicate their lives to. 

“Man has a horror of aloneness,” Balzac writes. “And of all kinds 
of aloneness, moral aloneness is the most terrible.” 


4. TRIBALISM 


These three crises have given rise to a fourth one, which is not a facet 
of extreme individualism itself, but our reaction to it. Psychologists 
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say the hardest thing to cure is the patient’s attempt to self-cure. 
People who are left naked and alone by radical individualism do what 
their genes and the ancient history of their species tell them to do: 
They revert to tribe. Individualism, taken too far, leads to tribalism. 


Hannah Arendt noticed the phenomenon decades ago. When 
she looked into the lives of people who had become political fanatics, 
she found two things: loneliness and spiritual emptiness. “Loneliness 
is the common ground of terror,” she wrote in The Origins of 
Totalitarianism. 


True loneliness, Nabeelah Jaffer writes, is not only solitude; it is 
also a sort of spiritual emptiness, the loss of faith in oneself to come 
up with answers, “the loss of one’s own self.” It is a feeling of 
“uprootedness and superfluousness.” Jaffer posits that many 
militants join the Islamic State because they have no place where 
they can experience a sense of belonging, and at least IS gives them 
that. It gives them a way to be a martyr, a hero. 


People who are experiencing existential dread slip into crisis 
mode: “I’m in danger! I’m threatened; I must strike back!” Their 
evolutionary response is self-protection, so they fall back on ancient 
instincts for how to respond to a threat: us versus them. Tribalists 
seek out easy categories in which some people are good and others 
are bad. They seek out certainty to conquer their feelings of 
unbearable doubt. They seek out war—political war or actual war—as 
a way to give life meaning. They revert to tribe. 

Tribalism seems like a way to restore the bonds of community. It 
certainly does bind people together. But it is actually the dark twin of 
community. Community is connection based on mutual affection. 
Tribalism, in the sense I’m using it here, is connection based on 
mutual hatred. Community is based on common humanity; tribalism 
on common foe. Tribalism is always erecting boundaries and 
creating friend/enemy distinctions. The tribal mentality is a warrior 
mentality based on scarcity: Life is a battle for scarce resources and 
its always us versus them, zero-sum. The ends justify the means. 
Politics is war. Ideas are combat. It’s kill or be killed. Mistrust is the 
tribalist worldview. Tribalism is community for lonely narcissists. 
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These days, partisanship for many people is not about which 
political party has the better policies. It’s a conflict between the saved 
and the damned. People often use partisan identity to fill the void left 
when their other attachments wither away—ethnic, neighborhood, 
religious, communal, and familial. 

This is asking more from politics than politics can deliver. Once 
politics becomes your ethnic or moral identity, it becomes impossible 
to compromise, because compromise becomes dishonor. Once 
politics becomes your identity, then every electoral contest is a 
struggle for existential survival, and everything is permitted. 
Tribalism threatens to take the detached individual and turn him 
into a monster. 


SUFFERING 


Whether the valley is a personal one or a societal one or both, there’s 
a lot of suffering. You’re enduring a season of pain, a season of 
feeling lost. This can be a period of soul-crushing anguish, but it can 
also be one of the most precious seasons of your life. 

John Keats said that we live in a mansion of many apartments. 
When we're on the first mountain, we’re living in what Keats called 
the “thoughtless chamber.” This is the default chamber; we just 
unthinkingly absorb the values and ways of life that happen to be 
around us. 

We want to stay in this chamber. It’s comfortable, and 
everybody nods at you with approval. In The Age of Anxiety, W. H. 
Auden wrote, 


We would rather be ruined than changed 
We would rather die in our dread 

Than climb the cross of the moment 

And let our illusions die. 


Seasons of suffering kick us in the ass. They are the foghorns 
that blast us out of our complacency and warn us we are heading for 
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the wrong life. 


There’s nothing intrinsically noble about suffering. Sometimes 
grief is just grief, to be gotten through. Many bad things happen in 
life, and it’s a mistake to try to sentimentalize these moments away 
by saying that they must be happening to serve some higher good. 
But sometimes, when suffering can be connected to a larger narrative 
of change and redemption, we can suffer our way to wisdom. This is 
the kind of wisdom you can’t learn from books; you have to 
experience it yourself. Sometimes you experience your first taste of 
nobility in the way you respond to suffering. 

The theologian Paul Tillich wrote that suffering upsets the 
normal patterns of life and reminds you that you are not who you 
thought you were. It smashes through the floor of what you thought 
was the basement of your soul and reveals a cavity below, and then it 
smashes through that floor and reveals a cavity below that. 


Suffering teaches us gratitude. Normally we take love and 
friendship for granted. But in seasons of suffering we throw 
ourselves on others and appreciate the gifts that our loved ones offer. 
Suffering puts you in solidarity with others who suffer. It makes you 
more sympathetic to those who share this or some other sort of pain. 
In this way it tenderizes the heart. 


Suffering calls for a response. None of us can avoid suffering, 
but we can all choose how we respond to it. And, interestingly, few 
people respond to suffering by seeking pleasure. Nobody says, I lost 
my child, therefore I should go out and party. They say, I lost my 
child, and therefore I am equipped to help others who have lost their 
child. People realize that shallow food won’t satisfy the deep hunger 
and fill the deep emptiness that suffering reveals. Only spiritual food 
will do that. Many people respond to pain by practicing generosity. 

Finally, suffering shatters the illusion of self-sufficiency, which 
is an illusion that has to be shattered if any interdependent life is 
going to begin. Seasons of pain expose the falseness and vanity of 
most of our ambitions and illuminate the larger reality of living and 
dying, caring and being cared for. Pain helps us see the true size of 
our egotistical desires. Before they seemed gigantic and dominated 
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the whole screen. After seasons of suffering, we see that the desires 
of the ego are very small desires, and certainly not the ones we 
should organize our lives around. Climbing out of the valley is not 
like recovering from a disease. Many people don’t come out healed; 
they come out different. The poet Ted Hughes observed that the 
things that are the worst to undergo are often the best to remember, 
because at those low moments the protective shells are taken off, 
humility is achieved, a problem is clearly presented, and a call to 
service is clearly received. 
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FIVE 
The Wilderness 


The normal reaction to a season of suffering is to try to get out of it. 
Address the symptoms. Have a few drinks. Play a few sad records. 
Move on. 

The right thing to do when you are in moments of suffering is to 
stand erect in the suffering. Wait. See what it has to teach you. 
Understand that your suffering is a task that, if handled correctly, 
with the help of others, will lead to enlargement, not diminishment. 

The valley is where we shed the old self so the new self can 
emerge. There are no shortcuts. There’s just the same eternal three- 
step process that the poets have described from time eternal: from 
suffering to wisdom to service. Dying to the old self, cleansing in the 
emptiness, resurrecting in the new. From the agony of the valley, to 
the purgation in the desert, to the insight on the mountaintop. 

So how do you start this three-part journey? Fortunately, people 
have been thinking about this for thousands of years, and they’ve 
given us models on how to do it. 

Moses, for example, had an inchoate idea of what his life was 
about. He was growing up in the pharaoh’s palace (very nice!), but he 
had a moral conscience. He hated the oppression of the Jews, and he 
killed an Egyptian guard who mistreated a slave. But his mini- 
rebellion backfired because it was random and self-indulgent. He 
had to flee Egypt a failure, even in the eyes of his fellow Jews. Moses 
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went off to be alone. He took his flock of sheep “far away into the 
desert.” 


While he was out there, according to the rabbinic tradition, a 
little lamb ran away from the flock, and Moses pursued it. Normally, 
it’s easy to catch a stray lamb. They’re not the fastest creatures on 
earth, and they generally don’t wander far. But this time something 
strange happened. The lamb ran like a gazelle. Moses sprinted 
farther into the wilderness but could not keep pace. The lamb ran out 
ahead, farther away. Finally, the lamb stopped at a spring to drink, 
and Moses caught her. 


The lamb, of course, is Moses himself. Moses was hidden and 
unknown even to himself. As the Sufi saying puts it, “I was a hidden 
treasure.” He had to go far off into the wilderness, and then even 
farther into that empty place in pursuit of a stray lamb, to finally 
come to himself. 


At the moment when you are most confused about what you 
should do with your life, the smartest bet is to do what millions of 
men and women have done through history. Pick yourself up and go 
out alone into the wilderness. 

A lot is gained simply by going into a different physical place. 
You need to taste and touch and feel your way toward a new way of 
being. And there are huge benefits in leaving the center of things and 
going off into the margins. “You are living through an unusual time,” 
Henri Nouwen writes. 


You see that you are called to go toward solitude, prayer, 
hiddenness, and great simplicity. You see that, for the 
time being, you have to be limited in your movements, 
sparing with phone calls, and careful in letter 
writing....The thought that you may have to live away 
from friends, busy work, newspapers, and exciting books 
no longer scares you....It is clear that something in you is 
dying and something is being born. You must remain 
attentive, calm, and obedient to your best intuitions. 
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In the wilderness, life is stripped of distractions. It is quiet. The 
topography demands discipline, simplicity, and fierce attention. 
Solitude in the wilderness makes irrelevant all the people-pleasing 
habits that have become interwoven into your personality. “What 
happens when a ‘gifted child’ finds himself in a wilderness where he’s 
stripped of any way of proving his worth?” asks Belden Lane in 
Backpacking with the Saints. “What does he do when there’s nothing 
he can do, when there’s no audience to applaud his performance, 
when he faces a cold, silent indifference, if not hostility? His world 
falls to pieces. The soul hungry for approval starves in a desert like 
that. It reduces the compulsive achiever to something little, utterly 
ordinary. Only then is he able to be loved.” 


Solitude in the wilderness changes your experience of time. 
Normal life happens in ordinary time—the commute to work / do the 
dishes sense of time. But the wilderness marks time in eons; nothing 
changes quickly. The wilderness lives at the pace of what the Greeks 
called kairos time, which can be slower but is always richer. 
Synchronous time is moment after moment, but kairos time is 
qualitative, opportune or not yet ripe, rich or spare, inspired or flat— 
the crowded hour or the empty moment. When you have been away 
in the wilderness for weeks, you begin to move at kairos time. The 
soul communing with itself in the wilderness is at kairos time, too— 
slow and serene, but thick and strong, like the growing of the 
redwood. 


The leanness of wilderness life prepares you for intimacy with 
yourself. Sometimes that surfaces the pain. There are the red-hot 
memories of past failures and past grief. There are all the wounds 
inflicted by parents and grandparents. There are your own bad 
actions that flow from these wounds—your tendency to lash out, or 
your tendency to be hyper-afraid of abandonment, or your tendency 
to be incommunicative and to withdraw at the first sign of stress. 

“Your pain is deep and it won't just go away,” Nouwen 
continues. “It is also uniquely yours, because it is linked to some of 
your earliest life experiences. Your call is to bring that pain home. As 
long as your wounded part remains foreign to your adult self, your 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 69/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM 


Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


pain will injure you as well as others.” As the saying goes, suffering 
that is not transformed is transmitted. 


LISTENING TO YOUR LIFE 


When people are out there in the wilderness, they learn to receive 
and review their life. “If I were called upon to state in a few words the 
essence of everything I was trying to say both as a novelist and as a 
preacher, it would be something like this: Listen to your life,” 
Frederick Buechner wrote. “See it for the fathomless mystery that it 
is. In the boredom and pain of it no less than in the excitement and 
gladness: touch, taste, smell your way to the holy and hidden heart of 
it because in the last analysis all moments are key moments, and life 
itself is grace.” 


The teacher Parker Palmer echoes the theme: “As the darkness 
began to descend on me in my early twenties, I thought I had 
developed a unique and terminal case of failure. I did not realize that 
I had merely embarked on a journey toward joining the human race.” 

The core of that, for Palmer, was listening. “Trying to live 
someone else’s life, or to live by an abstract norm, will invariably fail 
—and even do great damage.” You don’t find your vocation through 
an act of taking charge. “Vocation does not come from willfulness. It 
comes from listening. I must listen to my life and try to understand 
what it is truly about—quite apart from what I would like it to be 
about.” 


I have a friend named Pete Wehner who is an amazing listener. 
I'll describe some problem to him, and he'll ask me some questions. 
There comes a moment in the conversation, after he’s asked four or 
five questions, when I expect him to start offering his opinions and 
recommendations. But then he surprises me and asks six or eight 
more questions, before eventually offering counsel or advice. Real 
listening, whether to others or yourself, involves that unexpected 
extra round of questions, stretching the asking beyond what feels 
natural. 


Listening to your life means having patience. Many of us 
confront most of life with a prematurely evaluating attitude. We have 
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a natural tendency to make up our mind instantly, the moment we 
encounter something. The problem is that once we've filed 
something away with a judgment—even our very selves—we stop 
seeing it in all its complexity. The wilderness teaches negative 
capability, the ability to rest in uncertainty, to not jump to premature 
conclusions. 


Listening to life means asking, What have I done well? What 
have I done poorly? What do I do when I’m not being paid or 
rewarded? Were there times when I put on faces that other people 
wanted me to wear, or that I thought other people wanted me to 
wear? 

When you're in the wilderness, a better version of yourself has a 
tendency to emerge. “When I venture into wilderness, I’m surprised 
by how much I enjoy my own company,” Belden Lane writes. “The 
person I travel with there isn’t worried about his performance. He 
sheds the polished persona he tries so often to project to others. 
Scribbling in my journal under the shade of a pin oak atop Bell 
Mountain, I’m happy as a lark. I want to be the person that I am 
when I’m alone in wilderness.” This is the beginning of an important 
revelation. 


“In the deeps are the violence and terror of which psychology 
has warned us,” Annie Dillard writes in Teaching a Stone to Talk. 
“But if you ride these monsters deeper down, if you drop with them 
farther over the world’s rim, you find what our sciences cannot locate 
or name, the substrate, the ocean or matrix or ether which buoys the 
rest, which gives goodness its power for good, and evil its power for 
evil, the unified field: our complex and inexplicable caring for each 
other.” 

This is the pivotal point, maybe of this whole book. On the 
surface of our lives most of us build the hard shell. It is built to cover 
fear and insecurity and win approval and success. When you get 
down to the core of yourself, you find a different, more primeval 
country, and in it a deep yearning to care and connect. You could call 
this deep core of yourself the pleroma, or substrate. It is where your 
heart and soul reside. 
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After her first daughter was born, a friend of mine, Catherine Bly 
Cox, told me, “I found I loved her more than evolution required.” I’ve 
always loved that observation because it points to that deeper layer. 
There are the things that drive us toward material pleasure, and 
there are evolutionary forces that drive us to reproduce and pass 
down our genes. These are the layers of life covered by economics 
and political science and evolutionary psychology. But those layers 
don’t explain Chartres Cathedral or “Ode to Joy”; they don’t explain 
Nelson Mandela in jail, Abraham Lincoln in the war room, or a 
mother holding her baby. They don’t explain the fierceness and 
fullness of love, as we all experience it. 


This is the layer we’re trying to reach in the wilderness. These 
are the springs that will propel us to our second mountain. 


When you have touched these deeper sources, you have begun to 
make the ego your servant and not your master. Over the years, your 
ego has found a specific way it wants you to be in order to win the 
most approval—what Henri Nouwen calls the “ego ideal.” The ego 
wants you to point your life to the role that will make you seem 
smart, good-looking, and admirable. It’s likely you have spent a lot of 
time so far conforming to the ego ideal. 


As the psychologist James Hollis puts it, “Your ego prefers 
certainty to uncertainty, predictability over surprise, clarity over 
ambiguity. Your ego always wants to shroud over the barely audible 
murmurings of the heart.” The ego, says Lee Hardy, wants you to 
choose a job and a life that you can use as a magic wand to impress 
others. 

It’s at this deep level that you sense a different life, one your ego 
cannot even fathom. There’s something in you that senses, as C. S. 
Lewis wrote, “the scent of a flower we have not found, the echo of a 
tune we have not heard, news from a country we have never yet 
visited.” 

We're at the first stage of renunciation—shedding the old self so 
the new self can emerge. It’s at this point you realize you are a much 
better person than your ego ideal. It’s at this point when you really 
discover the heart and soul. 
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SIX 


Heart and Soul 


Not long ago I read a passage in a book about a guy who bought a 
house with a bamboo stand growing near his driveway. He decided to 
get rid of it, so he cut it down, then took an ax to its roots and 
smashed them into little pieces. He dug down and removed as much 
of the root system as he could and then he poured a plant poison 
over what remained. He filled the hole with several feet of gravel, and 
then, taking no chances, paved it over with cement. Two years later 
he noticed something: A little green bamboo shoot pushing up 
through the cement. That bamboo was unquenchable. It could not 
stop pushing upward. 


We have something like that inside ourselves. It is our desire. 
We are often taught by our culture that we are primarily thinking 
beings—Homo sapiens. Sometimes our schools and companies treat 
us as nothing but analytic brains. But when were in the valley, we get 
a truer and deeper view of who we really are and what we really need. 
When we’re in the valley our view of whats important in life is 
transformed. We begin to realize that the reasoning brain is actually 
the third most important part of our consciousness. The first and 
most important part is the desiring heart. 

As the Augustinian scholar James K. A. Smith writes, “To be 
human is to be on the move, pursuing something, after something. 
We are like existential sharks: we have to move to live.” There is 
some deep part of ourselves from where desires flow. We’re defined 
by what we desire, not what we know. 
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Look at kids in a school play—singing with all their might, 
dancing as best they can, concentrating furiously to get it right. There 
is something in them that animates them, the dream of being a star, 
the drive of pleasing a teacher or making a difference in the world or 
simply being great. The world may do a good job of paving over their 
desires, but those green bamboo shoots push stubbornly upward. 
Cruel adults and broken relationships will do their best to break the 
green shoots, boring schools try to dull them, poverty tries to starve 
them, but if you look at kids in even the roughest circumstances, nine 
times out of ten the green shoot is still there, desiring, dreaming, 
pushing upward. 

Our emotions guide us. Our emotions assign value to things and 
tell us what is worth wanting. The passions are not the opposite of 
reason; they are the foundation of reason and often contain a 
wisdom the analytic brain can’t reach. The ultimate heart’s desire— 
the love behind all the other loves—is the desire to lose yourself in 
something or someone. Think about it: Almost every movie you’ve 
ever seen is about somebody experiencing this intense sense of 
merging with something, giving themselves away to something—a 
mission, a cause, a family, a nation, or a beloved. In the movie 
Casablanca, for example, the hero, Rick, has had his heart covered 
over. But love reawakens it. By the end he is a whole person again, 
committed, full of mission and desire. 


The ultimate desire is the desire for fusion with a beloved other, 
for an I-Thou bond, the wholehearted surrender of the whole being, 
the pure union, the intimacy beyond fear. In his novel Captain 
Corelli's Mandolin, Louis de Berniéres described this last best stop 
on the journey of heart. An old guy is talking to his daughter about 
his love for his late wife. He tells her, “Love itself is what is left over 
when being in love has burned away, and this is both an art and a 
fortunate accident. Your mother and I had it, we had roots that grew 
towards each other underground, and when all the pretty blossoms 
had fallen from our branches we found that we were one tree and not 
two.” 


This is the heart fulfilled. 
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THE SOUL 


The other more important part of the consciousness is the soul. Now, 
I don’t ask you to believe in God or not believe in God. I’m a writer, 
not a missionary. That is not my department. But I do ask you to 
believe that you have a soul. There is some piece of your 
consciousness that has no shape, size, weight, or color. This is the 
piece of you that is of infinite value and dignity. The dignity of this 
piece doesn’t increase or decrease with age; it doesn’t get bigger or 
smaller depending on your size and strength. Rich and successful 
people don’t have more or less of it than poorer or less successful 
people. 

The soul is the piece of your consciousness that has moral worth 
and bears moral responsibility. A river is not morally responsible for 
how it flows, and a tiger is not morally responsible for what it eats. 
But because you have a soul, you are morally responsible for what 
you do or don’t do. Because you have this essence inside of you, as 
the philosopher Gerald K. Harrison put it, your actions are either 
praiseworthy or blameworthy. Because you have this moral piece in 
you, you are judged for being the kind of person you are, for the 
thoughts you think and the actions you take. 


Because each person has a soul, each person is owed a degree of 
respect and goodwill from others. Because each person has a soul, we 
are rightly indignant when that dignity is insulted, ignored, or 
obliterated. Slavery is wrong because it insults the fundamental 
dignity of a human soul. Rape is not just an assault on a collection of 
physical molecules; it is an insult to a human soul. It is an obscenity. 
Obscenity, the philosopher Roger Scruton teaches, is anything that 
covers up another person’s soul. 


The soul is the seedbed of your moral consciousness and your 
ethical sense. As C. S. Lewis observed, there’s never been a country 
where people are admired for running away in battle, or for double- 
crossing people who were kind to them. We seem to be oriented by 
these moral sentiments the way other animals are oriented by the 
magnetic field. They are embedded in our natures. “Two things fill 
the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and awe, the 
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oftener and the more steadily we reflect on them: the starry heavens 
above and the moral law within,” Immanuel Kant wrote. 


Mostly, what the soul does is yearn. If the heart yearns for fusion 
with another person or a cause, the soul yearns for righteousness, for 
fusion with the good. Socrates said that the purpose of life is the 
perfection of our souls—to realize the goodness that the soul longs 
for. Everyone I’ve ever met wants to lead a good and meaningful life. 
People feel bereft when they don’t experience purpose and meaning 
in their lives. Even criminals and sociopaths come up with 
rationalizations to explain why the bad things they did were actually 
good or at least excusable because nobody can live with the idea that 
they are thoroughly bad. 


Because we all have souls, we are all involved in a moral drama, 
of which we might have lower or higher awareness in any given 
moment. When we do something good we feel elevation, and when 
we do something bad we start making moral justifications. John 
Steinbeck put it beautifully in East of Eden: 


Humans are caught—in their lives, in their thoughts, in 
their hungers and ambitions, in their avarice and cruelty, 
and in their kindness and generosity too—in a net of good 
and evil. I think this is the only story we have and that it 
occurs on all levels of feeling and intelligence. Virtue and 
vice were warp and woof of our first consciousness, and 
they will be the fabric of our last....A man, after he has 
brushed off the dust and chips of his life, will have left 
only the hard clean questions: Was it good or was it evil? 
Have I done well—or ill? 


If you look at world history or current events, you see how often 
events are driven by our need to feel morally justified, our need to 
feel righteous and to offer care, and unfortunately our need to assign 
guilt and feel morally superior. The moral drive explains so much 
that is good in the world and, when it is twisted by the desire to feel 
superior, so much that is evil. 
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The odd thing about the soul is that while it is powerful and 
resilient, it is also reclusive. You can go years without really feeling 
the force of its yearning. You are enjoying the pleasures of life, 
building your career. It’s amazing how untroubled you can be, year 
after year, while your soul is out there somewhere far away. 


But eventually it hunts you down. In this way the soul is like a 
reclusive leopard living high up in the mountain forest somewhere. 
You may forget about him for long stretches. You are busy with the 
normal mundane activities of life, and the leopard is up in the 
mountains. But from time to time out of the corner of your eye, you 
glimpse the leopard, just off in the distance, trailing you through the 
tree trunks. 


There are spare moments when you vaguely or even urgently 
feel his presence. This can happen agonizingly, in the middle of one 
of those sleepless nights, when your thoughts come, as one poet puts 
it, like a drawer full of knives. There’s trouble in your soul, and it 
keeps you awake. 


The leopard can visit during one of those fantastic moments 
with friends or family—when you look out at the laughing faces of 
your own children across a picnic table on some perfect summer day, 
and you are overwhelmed by gratitude. In those moments, you feel 
called to be worthy of such undeserved happiness, and the soul sort 
of swells with joy. 

And then there are moments, maybe more toward middle or old 
age, when the leopard comes down out of the hills and just sits there 
in the middle of your doorframe. He stares at you, inescapably. He 
demands your justification. What good have you served? For what 
did you come? What sort of person have you become? There are no 
excuses at that moment. Everybody has to throw off the mask. 


A FORTUNATE FALL 


In the valley, if you are fortunate, you learn to see yourself as a whole 
person. You learn you are not just a brain and a set of talents to 
impress the world, but a heart and soul—primarily heart and soul. 
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Now everything you do for the rest of your life is likely to be 
testimony to that reality. 

When you ask people what experience made them the person 
they are, they never say, “I really was a shallow and selfish jerk until I 
went on that amazing vacation in Hawaii.” No, people usually talk 
about moments of difficulty, struggle. The British journalist Malcolm 
Muggeridge put it bluntly, maybe a little too bluntly: “I can say with 
complete truthfulness that everything I have learned in my 75 years 
in this world, everything that has truly enhanced and enlightened my 
existence, has been through affliction and not through happiness, 
whether pursued or attained.” 

The reason transformation happens in the valley is because 
something that had hitherto been useful and pleasant needs to die. 
That thing is the ego self, the impressive rational way of being we 
constructed for ourselves on the first mountain. People develop this 
ego self so they can perform the tasks of the first mountain: to bull 
your way into the world, get a job, make your mark, build an identity. 
But there is a deeper self underneath that can’t be seen unless the 
ego self falls away. 

For Nathaniel Hawthorne it took a serious illness and a 
confrontation with death to blast him out of his ego ideal. “My fit of 
illness had been an avenue between two existences,” he wrote, “the 
low-arched and darksome doorway, through which I crept out of a 
life of old conventionalisms, on my hands and knees, as it were, and 
gained admittance into the freer region that lay beyond. In this 
respect, it was like death. And, as with death, too, it was good to have 
gone through it. No otherwise could I have rid myself of a thousand 
follies, fripperies, prejudices, habits, and other such worldly dust as 
inevitably settles upon the crowd along the broad highway.” 

After the old self is relinquished, the heart and soul have space 
to take control. Old desires are shed and bigger desires are formed. 
The movement, clinical psychologist Daphne de Marneffe writes, is 
“deepening inward and expanding outward.” When you go down 
inside yourself, you find that there are longings in there that are only 
completed when you are loving and serving others. “And then,” says 
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the poet Rilke, “the knowledge comes to me that I have space within 
me for a second, timeless, larger life.” 


When this relinquishment of the ego self and emergence of the 
heart and soul has happened, people are ready to begin the second 
mountain. Except they don’t describe it as another climb. They 
describe it, often enough, as a fall. They have let go of something, 
and they are falling through themselves. Most of us need an 
earthquake to push us into that fortunate fall. Our job now is to be 
defeated by ever grander things. It is to trust in life and surrender to 
the callings that will catch us and show us the way. 


You don’t have to be in control. You don’t have to impress the 
world. You’ve got the skill you earned on the first mountain and the 
wisdom you earned in the valley, and now is the time to take the big 
risk. “The sowing is behind; now is the time to reap,” the theologian 
Karl Barth writes. “The run has been taken; now is the time to leap. 
Preparation has been made; now is the time for the venture of the 
work itself.” 


In 1849, a young Fyodor Dostoyevsky experienced his valley and 
the beginning of his recovery in a single moment. He had been 
imprisoned in Saint Petersburg with a group of other revolutionaries 
and sentenced to die. The men were marched out into a square in 
their burial shrouds. The firing squad gathered, and the drums 
sounded. Death was seconds away. Then, at that instant, by 
prearranged plan, a messenger arrived on horseback. The execution 
was to be stayed by the clemency of the czar. The original sentences 
would apply—hard labor. 

One man broke down crying, singing out “Long live the czar!” 
Another went mad. Dostoyevsky was brought back to his cell and 
suddenly was overcome with joy. “I cannot recall when I was ever as 
happy as on that day,” he later recalled. “I walked up and down my 
cell...and sang the whole time, sang at the top of my voice, so happy 
at being given back my life!” 

He immediately wrote a letter to his brother: “And only then did 
I know how much I loved you my dear brother!” All the small 
questions that used to concern him fell away. “When I look back on 
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my past and think how much time I wasted on nothing, how much 
time has been lost in futilities, errors, laziness, incapacity to live; how 
little I appreciated it, how many times I sinned against my heart and 
soul—then my heart bleeds.” 


His life, he felt, would begin again. “Never has there seethed in 
me such an abundant and healthy kind of spiritual life as now....Now 
my life will change, I shall be born again in new form....Life is a gift. 
Life is happiness, every minute can be an eternity of happiness....Life 
is everywhere, life is in ourselves, not in the exterior.” 


Most of us don’t get marched in front of a firing squad and then 
pardoned. Most of us learn the lesson Dostoyevsky learned gradually, 
over seasons of suffering, often in the wilderness. The lesson is that 
the things we had thought were most important—achievement, 
affirmation, intelligence—are actually less important, and the things 
we had undervalued—heart and soul—are actually most important. 


Maybe some of us will learn these lessons while racking up 
success after success, or just being thoroughly loved, but for most of 
us the process is different: We have a season when we chase the 
shallow things in life. We are not fulfilled. Then comes hardship, 
which exposes the heart and soul. The heart and soul teach us that 
we cannot give ourselves what we desire most. Fulfillment and joy 
are on the far side of service. Only then are we really able to love. 
Only then are we able to begin the second journey. 
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SEVEN 


The Committed Life 


The person beginning the second mountain climb wages a silent 
rebellion against the “I’m Free to Be Myself” culture that is still the 
defining feature of our age. That individualistic culture, you'll 
remember, was itself a rebellion against the stifling conformity of the 
1950s. The second-mountain ethos is a rebellion against that 
rebellion. 


Individualism says, Shoot for personal happiness, but the 
person on the second mountain says, No, I shoot for meaning and 
moral joy. That individualism says, Celebrate independence, but the 
second-mountain hero says, I will celebrate interdependence. I will 
celebrate the chance to become dependent on those I care for and for 
them to become dependent on me. Individualism celebrates 
autonomy; the second mountain celebrates relation. Individualism 
speaks with an active voice—lecturing, taking charge—and never the 
passive voice. But the second-mountain rebellion seeks to listen and 
respond, communicating in the voice of intimate exchange. 

Individualism thrives in the prosaic world, the world of career 
choices and worldly accomplishment. The second-mountain ethos 
says, No, this is an enchanted world, a moral and emotional drama. 
Individualism accepts and assumes self-interest. The second- 
mountain ethos says that a worldview that focuses on self-interest 
doesn’t account for the full amplitude of the human person. We are 
capable of great acts of love that self-interest cannot fathom, and 
murderous acts of cruelty that self-interest cannot explain. 
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Individualism says, The main activities of life are buying and selling. 
But you say, No, the main activity of life is giving. Human beings at 
their best are givers of gifts. 

Individualism says, You have to love yourself first before you can 
love others. But the second-mountain ethos says, You have to be 
loved first so you can understand love, and you have to see yourself 
actively loving others so that you know you are worthy of love. On 
the first mountain, a person makes individual choices and keeps 
their options open. The second mountain is a vale of promise 
making. It is about making commitments, tying oneself down, and 
giving oneself away. It is about surrendering the self and making the 
kind of commitment that, in the Bible, Ruth made to Naomi: “Where 
you go, I will go, and where you stay, I will stay. Your people shall be 
my people and your God my God. Where you die, I will die and there 
I will be buried.” 


As I mentioned in the introduction, most of us make four big 
commitments over the course of our lives: to a vocation, to a spouse 
and family, to a philosophy or faith, and to a community. We think of 
these commitments as different things. Choosing a marriage seems 
different from choosing a philosophy or a community. Only one of 
them, the actual marriage, involves a formal ceremony and an 
explicit exchange of vows. But the process of commitment making is 
similar across all four realms. All of them require a vow of 
dedication, an investment of time and effort, a willingness to close 
off other options, and the daring to leap headlong down a ski run 
that is steeper and bumpier than it appears. 

How does commitment making happen? It begins with some 
movement of the heart and soul. You fall in love with something— 
a person or a cause or an idea, and if that love is deep enough, you 
decide to dedicate a significant chunk of your life to it. 

For most of us this love creeps up slowly. It takes time to figure 
out if the person or cause is worthy of all the faithfulness, care, and 
passion that a commitment entails. We build gates around our hearts 
and let people or causes inside one gate at a time. If you retain a 
lifelong love for your college or your summer camp or your 
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hometown, you probably had to live in it for a time before its roots 
sunk ineluctably down into you and the love became deep and 
permanent. 


The few times I’ve fallen in love with a person, it’s been after a 
long period of nonromantic friendship. Maybe for that reason, Pm 
fascinated with those cases when the hook gets lodged in the mouth 
all at once. In 1274 in Florence, a young Dante saw the young girl 
named Beatrice and, in a flash, was overawed. He gives a striking, 
almost anatomical, description of a person surrendering to love: 


That spirit which lives in the most secret chamber of the 
heart began to tremble fiercely so that I felt its agony in 
the least pulsation, and, then, trembling, it said to me: 
“Behold a god more powerful than I, who, coming, will 
rule over me.” At that moment, my natural spirit, that 
which lives in the high chamber to which all the spirits of 
the senses carry their perceptions, began to marvel 
deeply, and speaking especially to the spirit of sight, 
spoke these words: “Now your blessedness appears.” At 
that moment the natural spirit, which dwells in the place 
where all our nourishment is brought, began to weep, and 
weeping said these words: “Oh misery, how often will I be 
troubled from this time on!” 


Dante saw and was conquered, and knew instantaneously what 
trouble this new ruling passion would cause him. But he loved on 
nonetheless. And this can happen with the love of a person, but also 
with the love of a political cause or an idea or a God. The love will 
change everything in unexpected and inconvenient ways. 

Once the heart has fallen in love and has acknowledged that 
love, then the soul feels a powerful urge to make a promise to it. 
Once love strikes, there is an urge to say, “I will always love you.” 
That’s because the very essence of love is dedication. As Dietrich and 
Alice von Hildebrand once wrote, “A man who would say: ‘I love you 
now, but how long it will last I cannot tell,’ does not truly love; he 
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does not even suspect the very nature of love. Faithfulness is so 
essentially one with love, that everyone, at least as long as he loves, 
must consider his devotion an undying devotion. This holds good for 
every love, for parental love and filial love, for friendship and for 
spousal love. The deeper a love, the more it is pervaded by fidelity.” 


A commitment is a promise made from love. A commitment is 
making a promise to something without expecting a return—out of 
sheer lovingness. There may be a psychic return on a good marriage, 
or from a commitment to a political cause, or from making music, 
but that is not why one makes it or why one does it. If a couple is 
actually in love, and you pull them aside and tell them that this love 
probably doesn’t make sense and they should forsake it, you will 
almost certainly not persuade them. They’d rather be in turmoil with 
each other than in tranquility alone. 

There is something that feels almost involuntary about a deep 
commitment. It happens when some person or cause or field of 
research has become part of your very identity. You have reached the 
point of the double negative. “I can’t not do this.” Somewhere along 
the way you realized, I’m a musician. I’m a Jew. I’m a scientist. Pm a 
Marine. I’m an American. I love her. I am his beloved. 


In this way, a commitment is different from a contract. A person 
making a contract is weighing pros and cons. A person entering into 
a contract doesn’t really change. She just finds some arrangement 
that will suit her current interests. A commitment, on the other 
hand, changes who you are, or rather embeds who you are into a new 
relationship. You are not just man or woman. You are husband and 
wife. You are not just an adult; you are a teacher or a nurse. Rabbi 
Jonathan Sacks clarifies the difference: “A contract is a transaction. 
A covenant is a relationship. Or to put it slightly differently: a 
contract is about interests. A covenant is about identity. It is about 
you and me coming together to form an ‘us.’ That is why contracts 
benefit, but covenants transform.” 

A committed person is giving her word and placing a piece of 
herself in another person’s keeping. The word “commitment” derives 
from the Latin mittere, which means “to send.” She is sending herself 
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out and giving another person a claim. She is creating a higher entity. 
When you enter a marriage, your property is still yours, but it is no 
longer only yours. It belongs to your spouse, too, or, more properly, 
it belongs to the union you have both created—this new higher-level 
thing. 

This fervent, love-drenched, identity-changing definition of a 
commitment is true, but not the whole truth. A commitment isn’t 
just love and a promise, of course. It is love and promise put under 
law. In living out a commitment, each party understands the 
fickleness of feelings, so they bind their future selves to specific 
obligations. Spouses love each other, but they bind themselves down 
with a legal, public, and often religious marriage commitment, to 
limit their future choices for those times when they get on each 
other’s nerves. Curious people may read books, but they also enroll 
in universities to make sure they follow a supervised course of study 
for at least a few years into the future. Spiritual people may 
experience transcendence, but understand that for most people 
spirituality lasts and deepens only if it is lived out within that 
maddening community called institutionalized religion. Religions 
embed the love of God in holidays, stories, practices, and rituals, and 
make them solid and enduring. As Rabbi David Wolpe once wrote, 
“Spirituality is an emotion. Religion is an obligation. Spirituality 
soothes. Religion mobilizes. Spirituality is satisfied with itself. 
Religion is dissatisfied with the world.” 

Thus, the most complete definition of a commitment is this: 
falling in love with something and then building a structure of 
behavior around it for those moments when love falters. Orthodox 
Jews love their God, but they keep kosher just in case. But let’s not 
be too stern about this. The yoke committed people place on 
themselves is not a painful yoke. Most of the time it is a delicious 
yoke. When I had my first child, a friend emailed me, “Welcome to 
the world of unavoidable reality.” You can be late with a work 
assignment and you can postpone a social occasion, but if your kid 
needs feeding or has to be met at the bus stop, you're in an 
unavoidable reality. Parents groan under the burdens they took on 
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with the commitment of parenthood, but how often have you met a 
parent who wished they hadn’t done it? A thick life is defined by 
commitments and obligations. The life well lived is a journey from 
open options to sweet compulsions. 


WHAT COMMITMENTS GIVE US 


Though commitments are made in a spirit of giving, they produce 
many benefits. Let me spell out a few: 


Our commitments give us our identity. They are how we 
introduce ourselves to strangers. They are the subjects that make our 
eyes shine in conversation. They are what give our lives constancy 
and coherence. As Hannah Arendt put it, “Without being bound to 
the fulfillment of promises, we would never be able to achieve the 
amount of identity and continuity which together produce a ‘person’ 
about whom a story can be told; each of us would be condemned to 
wander helplessly and without direction in the darkness of his own 
lonely heart, caught in its ever-changing moods, contradictions, and 
equivocalities.” Identity is not formed alone. Identity is always 
formed by joining a dyad with something else. 


Our commitments give us a sense of purpose. In 2007, 
the Gallup organization asked people around the world whether they 
felt they were leading meaningful lives. It turns out that Liberia was 
the country where the most people felt a sense of meaning and 
purpose, while the Netherlands was the place where the lowest 
percentage of people did. This is not because life was necessarily 
sweeter in Liberia. On the contrary. But Liberians possessed what 
Paul Froese calls “existential urgency.” In the turmoil of their lives, 
they were compelled to make fierce commitments to one another 
merely to survive. They were willing to risk their lives for one 
another. And these fierce commitments gave their lives a sense of 
meaning. That’s the paradox of privilege. When we are well-off we 
chase the temporary pleasures that actually draw us apart. We use 
our wealth to buy big houses with big yards that separate us and 
make us lonely. But in crisis we are compelled to hold closely to one 
another in ways that actually meet our deepest needs. 
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Our commitments allow us to move to a higher level of 
freedom. In our culture we think of freedom as the absence of 
restraint. That’s freedom from. But there is another and higher kind 
of freedom. That is freedom to. This is the freedom as fullness of 
capacity, and it often involves restriction and restraint. You have to 
chain yourself to the piano and practice for year after year if you 
want to have the freedom to really play. You have to chain yourself to 
a certain set of virtuous habits so you don’t become slave to your 
destructive desires—the desire for alcohol, the desire for approval, 
the desire to lie in bed all day. 

As the theologian Tim Keller puts it, real freedom “is not so 
much the absence of restrictions as finding the right ones.” So much 
of our lives are determined by the definition of freedom we carry 
around unconsciously in our heads. On the second mountain it is 
your chains that set you free. 


Our commitments build our moral character. When my 
older son was born, the delivery was difficult and he came out 
bruised and blue, with a low Apgar score. He was whisked away to 
intensive care. It was a harrowing time. In the middle of that first 
night, I recall thinking, If he should live for only thirty minutes, will 
it have been worth a lifetime of grief for his mother and me? Before 
having a kid, I might have thought, Of course not. How could thirty 
minutes of life for a being who is not even aware of itself be worth a 
lifetime of grief for two adults? Where’s the cost-benefit in that? But 
every parent will know that it makes perfect sense. After his birth, 
the logic is different. Instantly it became clear that the life of the 
child has infinite dignity. Of course it is worth the grief, even if the 
candle is only lit for such a short time. Once a kid is born you’ve been 
seized by a commitment, the strength of which you couldn't even 
have imagined beforehand. It brings you to the doorstep of 
disciplined service. 

When a parent falls in love with a child, the love arouses 
amazing energy levels; we lose sleep caring for the infant. The love 
impels us to make vows to the thing we love; parents vow to always 
be there for their kid. Fulfilling those vows requires us to perform 
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specific self-sacrificial practices; we push the baby in a stroller when 
maybe we'd rather go out alone for a run. Over time those practices 
become habits, and those habits engrave a certain disposition; by the 
time the kid is three, the habit of putting the child’s needs first has 
become second nature to most parents. 

Slowly, slowly, by steady dedication, you’ve transformed a 
central part of yourself into something a little more giving, more in 
harmony with others and more in harmony with what is good than it 
was before. Gradually the big loves overshadow the little ones: Why 
would I spend my weekends playing golf when I could spend my 
weekends playing ball with my children? In my experience, people 
repress bad desires only when they are able to turn their attention to 
a better desire. When you’re deep in a commitment, the distinction 
between altruism and selfishness begins to fade away. When you 
serve your child it feels like you are serving a piece of yourself. That 
disposition to do good is what having good character is all about. 

In this way, moral formation is not individual; it is relational. 
Character is not something you build sitting in a room thinking 
about the difference between right and wrong and about your own 
willpower. Character emerges from our commitments. If you want to 
inculcate character in someone else, teach them how to form 
commitments—temporary ones in childhood, provisional ones in 
youth, permanent ones in adulthood. Commitments are the school 
for moral formation. 

When your life is defined by fervent commitments, you are on 
the second mountain. 
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EIGHT 


The Second Mountain 


Kathy Fletcher and David Simpson have a son named Santi who 
went to public school in Washington, D.C. Santi had a friend named 
James who sometimes went to bed hungry, so Santi invited him to 
occasionally sleep over at his house. James had a friend and that kid 
had a friend and so on. Now if you go to Kathy and David’s house on 
any given Thursday night there will be about twenty-six kids sitting 
around the dinner table. There are generally four or five living with 
Kathy and David or with other families nearby. Every summer Kathy 
and David round up a caravan and take about forty kids out of the 
city for a vacation on Cape Cod. Simply by responding to the needs 
around them, Kathy and David are now at the center of a sprawling 
extended family. 

I started going to dinner at Kathy and David’s house sometime 
early in 2014, invited by a mutual friend. I walked in the door and 
was greeted by a tall, charismatic man named Edd, who had 
dreadlocks dripping over soulful eyes. I held out my hand to shake 
his and Edd said, “We don’t shake hands here. We hug here.” I’m not 
naturally a huggy guy, but so began what has been so far five years of 
hugging. 

We nominally gather around the table on Thursdays to eat, but, 
in reality, we gather to feed a deeper hunger. The meal is always the 
same, spicy chicken and black rice. Cellphones are banned (“Be in 
the now,” Kathy says). About a third of the way through the meal, we 
go around the table and each person says something they are grateful 
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for, something nobody knows about them, or some other piece of 
information about their life at that moment. There are frequent 
celebrations—somebody passed the GED exam, got a job, or 
graduated from barber school. People also throw more complicated 
things on the table, too. A seventeen-year-old girl is dealing with a 
pregnancy. Another young woman has a failing kidney, and Medicaid 
refuses to pay the cost for a new one. A young man announces he’s 
bisexual, and another admits he is depressed. One day a new arrival 
sat at the table and told us that though she was now twenty-one, she 
hadn’t sat at a dinner table since she was eleven. 


Most of our conversations are pure affirmation; people have had 
enough crap in their lives and need to hear how valuable they are, 
how much they are loved and needed. Often, we just tell jokes and 
laugh. The kids sing in their chairs. I brought my daughter one day 
and as she walked out she told me, “That’s the warmest place I’ve 
ever been in my life.” 


After the meal we head over to the piano, and somebody will 
play an Adele song and people will sing. But the dinner table is the 
key technology of social intimacy here. It is the tool we use to bond, 
connect, and commit to one another. I’ve learned to never 
underestimate the power of a dinner table. It’s the stage on which we 
turn toward one another for love like flowers seeking the sun. “Thank 
you for seeing the light in me,” one young woman said to Kathy one 
night. The adults come from the emotionally avoidant world of 
Washington, D.C., and get to shed their armor. The kids come from 
the streets and call Kathy and David “Mom” and “Dad,” their chosen 
parents. 

The kids around the table have been through the normal 
traumas of poverty in America—some have been homeless, some 
have traveled through the foster care system. The theme of male 
cruelty runs through their histories—some father or other male 
figure abused them, abandoned them, or misled them. But they are 
enmeshed now. Bill Millikan, who founded the organization 
Communities in Schools, came to the table one night. He’s in his 
seventies now. “I’ve been working in this field for fifty years,” he 
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says, “and I’ve never seen a program turn around a life. Only 
relationships turn around lives.” 


That’s what’s happening around the table. You wouldn’t know it 
if you were white and over thirty-five, but Washington, D.C., is a 
fantastic place to be if you are an artist, black, and under twenty-five. 
The kids who come to dinner are connected to this underground arts 
scene—as poets, painters, DJs, singers, or something else. We adults 
in the group provide them an audience in front of which they can 
realize their talents. Their gift to us is a complete intolerance of 
social distance. 


Emotional combustion happens in the most mysterious ways. 
No one can really trace the chemical processes by which love bursts 
into flame in one community and not another. But it is here in this 
community, and all of us have been transformed in surprising ways. 
David gave up his job and now works with the kids full-time. Kathy 
organizes arts programs across America but comes home and has 
another full-time vocation waiting. 


For years, the adults told the kids they could go to college, so 
when they began coming of age, they took Kathy and David up on the 
offer, and now we all have to find a way to pay for it. Kathy and 
David set up a nonprofit called AOK, which stands for All Our Kids. 
We are all deeply embedded now, giving each other helping hands. 
And it is because Kathy and David responded simply to need. Kathy 
grew up in a large Catholic family, so she’s used to having a large 
loving mess of people around. When she’s asked how she could 
possibly host that many young people, she looks out 
uncomprehendingly. “How is it you don’t?” 

Kathy and David are exhausted a lot of the time, as you can 
imagine. Maybe you are a parent trying to look after two or three 
kids; imagine what a day is like intertwined with forty. One of the 
kids has just lost a cellphone or smashed his bike. Sometimes real 
crises hit. In 2018, Kathy and David had to race against time after 
Medicaid refused to pay for a kidney transplant for one of the young 
women. Everybody mobilized to get Medicaid to reverse their 
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decision, which it did. Fortunately, we had a donor. David gave one 
of his kidneys to Madeline. 


The exhaustion comes with its compensations. Kathy and David 
are now enmeshed in dozens of loving relationships. They sometimes 
ask themselves if there is a better way to do the work they do, but 
they don’t have to ask themselves if they are doing anything valuable 
with their lives. They know. After you have fallen in love with Kesari 
or James or Koleco, Taruq and Thalya, it’s not even a question. These 
are young people of infinite depth and promise. The chance to be 
with them is just what you do. 


To me, AOK is what the second-mountain life looks like. It is a 
life of love, care, and commitment. It is the antidote to much that is 
wrong in our culture. 


THE WEAVERS 


I now get to spend a lot of time around people like Kathy and David, 
thanks to my Aspen Institute program, Weave: The Social Fabric 
Project. The first idea behind the effort was that social isolation is a 
core problem that underlies a lot of other social problems. The 
second idea was that across the nation there are people who are 
building healthy communities. We have a lot to learn from such 
people. 

We travel around the country and meet people who are restoring 
social capital and healing lives. These people are everywhere. We are 
a nation of healers. We at Weave drop into a small town, and it is not 
a problem to find thirty-five people who completely fit the mold. 


There’s Jade Bock in Albuquerque, who lost her dad when she 
was young and now helps children process grief. There’s Stephanie 
Hruzek in Houston, who runs an after-school kids’ program and who 
plays with them hour after hour—a fervent believer that an hour 
spent in play with a child is the most important purposeless hour you 
will ever spend. “I am broken,” Stephanie says. “I need other people 
to survive.” There’s Sam Jones, who has run an amateur boxing ring 
in southeastern Ohio, where, for no fee, he coaches young men, 
nominally in boxing but really about life. 
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Over the course of 2018, I probably met between five hundred 
and one thousand of these people. Almost without exception, they 
have what Kathy and David have: vocational certitude. They are 
poorly paid and often feel ignored; their small acts of care often go 
unrewarded by the larger status systems of our society. But they find 
joy in the light they bring others, and they know why they have been 
put on this earth. “This is not a job I'll retire from,” says Sharon 
Murphy, who runs Mary House, a refugee-housing organization in 
Washington. “I love what I do. This kind of work is a way of being.” 


They can seem very altruistic. But it’s worth remembering, as 
Alasdair MacIntyre has pointed out, that the concept of altruism was 
invented only in the eighteenth century. Once people decided that 
human nature is essentially egoist and selfish, then it was necessary 
to invent a word for when people weren’t driven by selfish desires. 
But before that, what we call altruism—living for relationships—was 
just how people lived. It wasn’t heroic or special. 


There are many kinds of second-mountain people—men and 
women whose lives are defined by deep commitments. There are 
such people in business, in teaching, the arts, the military. But, 
because of my work with Weave, I’ve gotten to know the ones in the 
nonprofit world best. They are standing athwart the culture of 
individualism and isolation. Their daily activities are in contact with 
their ultimate ends. 


Spending time around such people has been an education. I’'d 
like to describe them for a bit to give a sense of what the second- 
mountain life looks like and what values people on that mountain 
tend to share. TIl put the key commonalities in italics. 


THEIR VALLEYS 


Most of the people I’ve met through Weave have had some sort of 
valley in their lives, sometimes in the form of a hard childhood. Or 
the valley took the form of a walkout experience. They worked in a 
normal place of employment, but it just rubbed against the grain of 
their moral nature, and they walked out. A man in North Carolina 
had a good job at IBM, but he felt called to keep alive the culture of 
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his Appalachian small town, so he opened up a moonshine distillery 
and a store where people could gather. “I worked at an agency that 
was clearly a racist agency,” a government worker in South Carolina 
said. “But I called them on what were [their] practices.” So she 
walked out of her former life into a new one that felt right. 


Some of the valleys these people have suffered are shocking. 
Cara Brook from Ohio finished college in three years and was 
immediately diagnosed with a rare form of cancer—fewer than ten 
people get it each year in the United States. She spent a year in 
chemo, and when she emerged, she says, it was like she was shot out 
of a cannon. She was determined to make a difference in whatever 
time she had left, and now raises money to revitalize Appalachian 
Ohio. When Darius Baxter of Washington was nine, his father had an 
affair with a stripper who arranged his murder. Now, having played 
football at Georgetown, Darius runs football camps for boys in his 
neighborhood so that there will be adult men in their lives. 


Sarah Adkins is a pharmacist in Ohio. She raised two small boys, 
Samson and Solomon, with her husband, Troy. But over the years 
Troy suffered increasing bouts of depression and anxiety. He stopped 
working and became angry and obsessive. Sarah and Troy struggled 
to cope and sought therapy. For a time, it seemed to be working. 

Then, one fall weekend in 2010, when the boys were eight and 
six, Sarah went on a long-planned antiquing trip with her mother 
and sister. Troy said he’d take the boys to a friend’s house on a lake. 
She called a few times on Saturday but got no answer, so she figured 
they were out boating or something. She returned home Sunday 
around five and was surprised that the mail was still outside the 
front door, including some toys she’d ordered for her children. She 
entered the door and cried out “Mommy’s home!” but got no 
response. Then she noticed that a mattress had been pushed up 
against the door going down to the basement. She figured the boys 
were playing hide and seek with her, so she went downstairs smiling. 
At the bottom of the stairs, she saw Troy slumped over against a 
cabinet. Then she saw one boy, Samson, on the couch, which 
appeared to be covered in chocolate. She couldn’t process what she 
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was seeing. Then she touched Samson’s forehead and realized he was 
cold. A vision of gold flashed across her brain, like a blast of 
sunshine, and she had a vision of Samson up with God. The vision 
lasted only a second. She ran upstairs to find Solomon. He was in his 
bed. She pulled back the covers and to this day cannot describe what 
she saw. He, too, had been shot and was cold. 

She called 911. “He killed my babies! My beautiful babies. 
They're dead!” she cried into the phone. The operator asked her to 
perform CPR, but Sarah explained that they were already cold. Troy 
had left a note: “I will shield S&S from a life filled with confusion, 
questioned allegiances, guilt, hopelessness, co-dependence and 
insecurity. This cycle of misery ends with me.” 


Thousands of people rallied around Sarah. She stayed with her 
parents for the next three months and slept in their bed. Meals were 
brought to her daily for six months. It has taken years to recover. She 
jokes that she’s still living on the edge. Her mind wanders. When you 
spend time with her you notice radically different moods passing 
across her face. She has a slightly manic quality, like everything is 
hyper-charged, a bit out of control. 

Her house was declared a biohazard zone, and it cost $35,000 to 
clean. Sarah realized that poor women can’t afford funerals and 
other costs when their own boys are shot, or when there is violence 
in their homes. They have to cut the blood from their own carpets. 
She started a foundation to help pay for funerals and cleanup. She 
teaches at Ohio University and Ohio State. She works at a free 
healthcare clinic and is working to open a new one. She is an 
example of someone who has suffered the worst life can throw at you 
and is permanently affected by it. But she has come out with a 
ferocious desire to serve. 

“I grew from this experience because I was angry,” she says. “I 
was going to fight back against what he tried to do to me by making a 
difference in the world. See, he didn’t kill me. My response to him is 
whatever you meant to do to me, fuck you, you're not going to do it to 
me.” Her motivation is part defiance against her husband, part love 
for the people in front of her. 
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MORAL MOTIVATION 


That is the thing you notice about second-mountain people. There’s 
been a motivational shift. Their desires have been transformed. If 
you wanted to generalize a bit, you could say there are six layers of 
desire: 


1. Material pleasure. Having nice food, a nice car, a nice 
house. 

2.Ego pleasure. Becoming well-known or rich and 
successful. Winning victories and recognition. 


3. Intellectual pleasure. Learning about things. 
Understanding the world around us. 

4. Generativity. The pleasure we get in giving back to 
others and serving our communities. 

5. Fulfilled love. Receiving and giving love. The 
rapturous union of souls. 

6. Transcendence. The feeling we get when living in 
accordance with some ideal. 


Social science and much of our modern thinking tends to 
emphasize the first two desires. We often assume that self-interest— 
defined as material gain and status recognition—are the main desires 
of life and that service to others is the icing on the cake. And that’s 
because for centuries most of our social thinking has been shaped by 
men, who went out and competed in the world while women largely 
stayed home and did the caring. These men didn’t even see the 
activity that undergirded the political and economic systems they 
spent their lives studying. But when you actually look around the 
world—parents looking after their kids, neighbors forming 
associations, colleagues helping one another, people meeting and 
encountering each other in coffee shops—you see that loving care is 
not on the fringe of society. It’s the foundation of society. 

These community builders are primarily driven by desires four 
through six—by emotional, spiritual, and moral motivations: a 
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desire to live in intimate relation with others, to make a difference in 
the world, to feel right with oneself. They are driven by a desire for 
belonging and generosity. 

They exhibit bright sadness. I get the phrase from the 
Franciscan friar Richard Rohr and his great book Falling Upward, 
which is about finding meaning in middle age and beyond. When you 
are serving those in need you see pain and injustice close up. The 
closer you get to wisdom, Rohr continues, the more of your own 
shadow you see, and the more of other people’s shadow, and the 
more you realize how much we need each other. Hope gets infused 
with realistic awareness. “There is a gravitas in the second half of 
life,” Rohr writes, “but it is now held up by a much deeper lightness, 
or ‘okayness.’ Our mature years are characterized by a bright sadness 
and a sober happiness, if that makes any sense.” 

I once asked my New York Times readers whether they had 
found purpose in their lives. Thousands wrote back to describe their 
experiences. One in particular sticks out and illustrates Rohr’s 
concept of bright sadness and okayness. Greg Sunter from Brisbane, 
Australia, wrote: 


Four years ago, my wife of 21 years passed away as the 
result of a brain tumor. Her passage from diagnosis to 
death was less than 6 months. As shocking as that time 
was, almost as shocking was the sense of personal growth 
and awakened understanding that has come from the 
experience for me through reflection and inner work—to a 
point that I feel almost guilty about how significant my 
own growth has been as a result of my wife’s death. 


In his book A Hidden Wholeness, Parker Palmer 
writes about the two ways in which our hearts can be 
broken: the first imagining the heart as shattered and 
scattered; the second imagining the heart broken open 
into new capacity, holding more of both our own and the 
world’s suffering and joy, despair and hope. The image of 
the heart broken open has become the driving force of my 
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life in the years since my wife’s death. It has become the 
purpose to my life. 


My friend Kennedy Odede grew up in Kenya. When he was 
three, his cherished grandmother died after she was bitten by a rabid 
dog. His drunken stepfather beat him. His best friend died at eight of 
malaria. He joined a street gang, sniffed glue and petrol, committed 
crimes, and was nearly killed several times. He was rescued by a 
Catholic priest who sexually abused him. Yet, he is now one of the 
most joyful people I know. 

I once asked him how he could have turned out so joyful amid 
the struggles. Well, he replied, when she could, his mother poured 
unconditional love into him. Kennedy has also poured unconditional 
love onto others. He founded SHOFCO (Shining Hope for 
Communities), an organization that combats urban poverty and 
provides a school for girls, in the Nairobi slum of Kibera. “SHOFCO 
saved my life,” he told me, “and helped me remain positive even 
when the worst happened. It made me feel not like a passive victim, 
but like I had agency and power to change what was happening in my 
community. I think starting SHOFCO also gave me a sense of the 
power of ‘ubuntu,’ feeling connected to universal humanity.” In the 
cruelty of slum life, there is still brightness shining forth. 

These people are somewheres, not anywheres, localists not 
cosmopolitans. They are attached to a particular place, a spot of 
ground. Sarah Hemminger founded a mentoring program in 
Baltimore. There is a pendant depicting a map of the city of 
Baltimore on the necklace she wears to work every day, because that 
is where her devotion lies. Phil Good of Youngstown, Ohio, began his 
career by standing in the town square and holding up a sign that read 
DEFEND YOUNGSTOWN, and is spending his life helping that town 
recover from deindustrialization. An educator in Houston told us, 
“When I came back to Houston I made a commitment to this place 
that I knew growing up but which I got disconnected from because of 
globalization.” 
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They tend to be hedgehogs, not foxes. In the famous 
formulation, the fox knows many things and can see the world with 
an opposable mind, from many points of view. But the hedgehog 
knows one thing, has one big idea around which his or her life 
revolves. This is the mentality that committed community weavers 
tend to have. 


They assume responsibility. Somebody in their background 
planted an ideal of what a responsible life looks like, of what you are 
supposed to do. Some people walk down the street and see passing 
forms. But these community builders see persons and their needs. 
Responding comes naturally to them. These people wouldn’t 
recognize themselves if they didn’t act in this way. As a woman who 
works with battered women in D.C. told us, “I do the work because I 
don’t consider it work. I do it because my mother and grandmother 
have taught me it is a responsibility to respond.” They do their work 
in the matter-of-fact way other people do the dishes. There are 
dishes in the sink so of course they have to be done. “What I do is as 
simple and common as the laughter of a child,” Mother Teresa once 
said. 

They often use the phrase “radical hospitality” to describe their 
philosophy of life, because their goal is that nobody should ever be 
shut out from their welcome. As one young man who works at a 
youth center in Washington told us, “Once you realize that these are 
lives, you must risk life and limb for a life. You can’t turn from a life.” 

And so they get gripped. Like Kathy and David, they rarely went 
out looking for the people they serve and the problem they spend 
their lives addressing. These things sort of just came into their path. 
“I didn’t choose this job. It chose me,” says Franklin Peralta, who 
works at the Latin American Youth Center, echoing a refrain we 
heard constantly. 

It is a paradox that when people are finding themselves they 
often have a sensation that they are letting go and surrendering 
themselves. You meet a person in need. At first you just commit to 
help them a little. An hour a week. It’s no big deal. But then you get 
to know and care about the person, and the hooks of commitment 
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are set. Now you'll do what needs to be done. At this point you just 
let go of the wheel. You stop asking, What do I want? and start 
asking, What is life asking of me? You respond. 

“A person’s life can be meaningful only if she cares fairly deeply 
about some things, only if she is gripped, excited, interested, 
engaged,” writes the philosopher Susan Wolf. Notice the verbs Wolf 
uses: “gripped,” “excited,” “engaged.” They describe response at 
some deep level, not a self-initiated conscious choice. These are the 
verbs our community builders use. 


Anne Colby and William Damon of Stanford studied these kinds 
of community weavers for their book Some Do Care. There’s not a lot 
of moral reflection that goes into the choice to give yourself away, 
they found. There’s not a lot of internal battles, or adding up the 
costs and benefits. “Instead, we saw an unhesitating will to act, a 
disavowal of fear and doubt, and a simplicity of moral response. 
Risks were ignored and consequences went unweighed.” 


A few years ago, Barbara Goodson from Houston started giving 
free haircuts to the homeless. At first it was just a few cuts a month. 
But then she started giving haircuts to people coming out of prison 
and battered women. What started as a few haircuts a month turned 
into hundreds. “What motivated me?” she asks. “Enhancing the 
dignity of every client.” 

Recently a friend told me about a crossing guard he met in 
Florida. Standing there on the corner, he asked her if she did any 
volunteer work in the community. She said no, she didn’t have time. 
But then he learned she was in fact volunteering at that second as a 
crossing guard outside the elementary school so the children would 
be safe. Then, a few minutes later, he learned that she was going to 
take some meals to sick neighbors later in the day. The longer she 
talked, the more he learned about the ways she was giving to others. 
But she didn’t consider any of it volunteer work. It was just what you 
do. 


We think of giving as something we do on rare occasions, on 
Christmas and birthdays. But the German theologian Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer argued that giving is the primary relationship between 
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one person and another, not the secondary one. It is family member 
to family member. Friend to friend. Colleague to colleague. People to 
community. It is the elemental desire to transform isolation and self- 
centeredness into connectedness and caring. A personality awakens 
itself by how it gives. 

I hear the word “abide” a lot when I’m out with community 
builders. They use it to suggest a kind of giving that is not heroic or 
cinematic. It’s just being present with other people year after year, 
serving in both routine ways and large ones. This kind of giving 
creates stability in life, a continuity of the self as the circumstances of 
life ebb and flow. In Some Do Care, Ann Colby and William Damon 
quote an anti-poverty activist who expresses this perfectly: “I also 
know that I am part of a struggle. I am not the struggle. I am not 
leading the struggle. I am there. And I have been there for a long 
time, and I’m going to be there for the rest of my life. So I have no 
unrealistic expectations. Therefore, I am not going to get fatigued.” 


DEEP RELATIONALITY 


The weavers I’ve met are extremely relational. They are driven to 
seek deep relations with others, both to feed their hunger for 
connection and because they believe that change happens through 
deepening relationships. 

When they are working with the homeless or the poor or the 
traumatized, they are laboring alongside big welfare systems that 
offer services but not care. These systems treat people as “cases” or 
“clients.” They are necessary to give people financial stability and 
support, but they can’t do transformational change. As Peter Block, 
one of the leading experts on community, puts it, “Talk to any poor 
person or vulnerable person and they can give you a long list of the 
services they have received. They are well serviced, but you often 
have to ask what in their life has fundamentally changed.” 

Relationship is the driver of change. Think of who made you 
who you are. It was probably a parent, a teacher, or a mentor. It 
wasn’t some organization that was seeking a specific and measurable 
outcome that can be reduced to metrics. It wasn’t a person looking to 
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create a system of change that could scale. It was just a person doing 
something intrinsically good—making you feel known, cared for, 
trusted, unconditionally loved—without presuming to know how that 
relationship would alter the trajectory of your life. 


In her book, The Fabric of Character, my wife, Anne Snyder, 
writes about the Other Side Academy in Salt Lake City. The 
organization takes hardened criminals and gives them a chance to 
get out of jail and turn their lives around by living in a group home 
and working for a moving company. The whole group meets at 
sessions—called “games”’—where the men and women call one 
another out for even the slightest moral infraction. Connection 
happens at the nexus of truth and love, the founders say. Truth 
without love is harshness. Love without truth is sentimentality. But if 
you can be completely honest with somebody in the context of loving 
support, then you have a trusting relationship. Norms are enforced 
as people hold one another accountable for violating them. 
Community is woven through love-drenched accountability. 


The weavers talk a lot about how important it is to act and not 
just talk about things. They often describe themselves as GSD types— 
Get Shit Done. They publish the books of their lives with their 
actions. But they also put tremendous emphasis on listening and 
conversation. A lot of what they do is to create spaces where deep 
conversations can happen. One day at Stephanie Hruzek’s after- 
school program in Houston, FamilyPoint, a ten-year-old-boy came 
up to her with a note he claimed he had found on the floor. It was an 
obscenity-laced tirade. Words like “bitch,” “asshole,” and “fuck you” 
leapt out from the page. Stephanie asked him who had written such 
an angry note. He said he didn’t know. 


That night, the staff watched the security tapes and discovered 
that the boy who brought up the note was also the one who'd actually 
written it. The next day they confronted him with the evidence. He 
denied it at first, and their natural impulse would have been to 
punish him for the hate-filled document. But instead of acting 
quickly they sat with him for a while and talked. Eventually he began 
to cry and said, “I wrote that note to a man who hurt me.” 
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It turned out that two men with guns had recently broken into 
his house and had threatened to kill him. His neighbors heeded 
frantic calls from his mother and interrupted the break-in, pounding 
on the door until the police arrived and interrupted it, but the boy 
and his mother were both traumatized. The note was just a 
disorganized attempt to deal with what he was feeling. Stephanie 
wonders what would have happened if they had just gone ahead and 
punished him—punished him for in effect crying for help. What 
lesson would he have learned and what trajectory would that have set 
him off on? The lesson is that you have to stay in the conversation 
long enough; you have to listen patiently enough. 


Community builders believe in radical mutuality. They utterly 
reject the notion that some people have everything in order, and 
others are screwups. In their view, we are all stumblers. As W. H. 
Auden put it, the task in life is to “love your crooked neighbor with 
all your crooked heart.” 


“Charity” is the ultimate dirty word. We are all equal, and we all 
need one another. Sarah Hemminger even banned the word 
“mentor” from her organization because it implies the adults are 
higher and ministering down to the young. It always comes back to 
the dignity of the person in front of you. 

The single phrase I heard most often from their lips was “the 
whole person.” Over the past few decades, our institutions have 
tended to divide human beings into slices. Schools treat children as 
brains on a stick and pump information into them. Hospitals treat 
patients as a collection of organs to be repaired; doctors don’t really 
know the people they are operating on. But community builders talk 
about the need to take a whole-person approach. When a child enters 
school, she doesn’t leave behind her healthcare issues, her safety 
issues, her emotional traumas, her nutritional needs, her need for 
purpose and meaning. Whatever sector one is working in, you have 
to be aware and connect to the whole person all at once. 

And over it all is the spirit of loving-kindness. Speaking with the 
weavers, I was often reminded of a quote somebody passed to me 
from John E. Biersdorf’s book Healing of Purpose: 
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Compassion is expressed in gentleness. When I think of 
persons I know who model for me the depths of spiritual 
life, I am struck by their gentleness. Their eyes 
communicate the residue of solitary battles with angels, 
the costs of caring for others, the deaths of ambition and 
ego, and the peace that comes from having very little left 
to lose in this life. They are gentle because they have 
honestly faced the struggles given to them and have 
learned the hard way that personal survival is not the 
point. Their care is gentle because their self- 
aggrandizement is no longer at stake. There is nothing in 
it for them. Their vulnerability has been stretched to 
clear-eyed sensitivity to others and truly selfless love. 


ETTY HILLESUM 


Td like to conclude this glimpse at second-mountain people with one 
more short portrait. It’s of a woman who, because of the freakish 
circumstances of her life, moved from her first to second mountain 
with dramatic speed. And because she kept a journal, we get a 
glimpse of what the shift from egocentric immaturity to selfless 
maturity looks like from the inside. 


Her name was Etty Hillesum. She was born on January 15, 1914, 
and spent her teenage years in Deventer, a midsize city in eastern 
Holland. Her father was a shy, bookish man who worked as a 
principal of a local school but generally abstracted himself from the 
world and existed in the realm of lofty but vague ideas. Her mother, 
biographer Patrick Woodhouse writes, was needy: “chaotic, extravert 
and noisy, she was given to sudden emotional outbursts.” 

Etty and her two brilliant but unstable brothers grew up in a 
home that was melodramatic, disorganized, and emotionally 
exhausting. In her diary, she describes her upbringing as a mixture of 
high culture and emotional barbarism: 


I think my parents always felt out of their depth and as 
life became more and more difficult they were gradually 
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so overwhelmed that they became quite incapable of 
making up their minds about anything. They gave us 
children too much freedom of action, and offered us 
nothing to cling to. That was because they never 
established a foothold for themselves. And the reason why 
they did so little to guard our steps was they themselves 
had lost the way. 


Hillesum grew into an insecure and directionless young woman. 
In her late twenties, she would describe herself in her diaries as “a 
weakling and a nonentity adrift and tossed by the waves.” She felt 
“fragmented...depressed...a mass of uncertainties...Lack of self- 
confidence. Aversion. Panic.” 


She had no structure to stabilize her life. She was nominally 
Jewish but not observant in any way. Nor did she have any 
intellectual sense of fixed truth or solid convictions. “My capable 
brain tells me that there are no absolutes, that everything is relative, 
endlessly diverse and in eternal motion.” She dreamed that some 
man would come along and give direction to her life. As she put it in 
her diary, “What I really want is a man for life. And to build 
something together with him. And all the adventures and transient 
relationships I have had have made me utterly miserable, tearing me 
apart.” 

When Hillesum was twenty-six, the Nazis invaded Holland. In 
her early journal entries, the occupation appeared as the backdrop, 
something that never pierced the wall of her narcissism. She wrote 
almost exclusively about her own internal dramas. At about this time 
Hillesum began to see a therapist named Julius Spier. Spier was 
some combination of wise and creepy. He had studied under Carl 
Jung. But he also specialized in palm reading and believed that it was 
not enough for a therapist to talk with a patient; since the mind and 
the body are one, he also insisted on physically wrestling with his 
patients. Most of them were young women. 

The first time they wrestled, Hillesum dumped Spier on his 
back. “All my inner tensions, the bottled-up forces, broke free,” she 
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wrote, “and there he lay, physically and also mentally, as he told me 
later, thrown. No one had ever been able to do that to him before.” 


Hillesum fell in love with him, and a strange relationship 
developed, one that was intellectual, sexual, and therapeutic. “You 
are my beloved...priceless, private psychological university,” she 
wrote to him. “I have so much to discuss with you again and so much 
to learn from you.” 


For all his flaws and perversities, Spier at least offered her a 
coherent worldview and an introduction to contemporary 
psychology. She could accept his views or reject them, but at least 
there were handholds to grab on to or push off from. Spier urged her 
to keep a diary and to cultivate her spiritual nature. When he died of 
cancer in the fall of 1942, Hillesum remembered him as the man 
“who attended at the birth of my soul.” 


Around the time of Spier’s death, Hillesum’s tone in the diary 
changes. There’s less obsessive self-analysis. She’s more inclined to 
look outward and to experience the world in a more direct way. 
“Thinking gets you nowhere,” she wrote in her diary. “It may be a 
fine and noble aid in academic studies, but you can’t think your way 
out of emotional difficulties. That takes something altogether 
different. You have to make yourself passive then, and just listen. Re- 
establish contact with a slice of eternity.” 


One day she was sitting in the sun on her family’s stony terrace, 
gazing at a chestnut tree while listening to the birds. Her first instinct 
was to capture the scene in words, to explain the sensations of 
delight she was experiencing. 


In other words, I wanted to subject nature, everything to 
myself. I felt obliged to interpret it. And the quite simple 
fact is that now I just let it happen to me....As I sat there 
like that in the sun, I bowed my head unconsciously, as if 
to take in even more of that new feeling for life. Suddenly 
I knew deep down how someone can sink impetuously to 
his knees and find peace there, his face hidden in his 
folded hands. 
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For most of her life, she wrote, she had lived in anticipation, as if 
she were not living her real life, but just some preparation for it. But 
something shifted inside. She now felt some urgency to be seized by 
some great ideal she might devote herself to. “Oh God,” she prayed, 
“take me into Your great hands and turn me into Your instrument.” 

She was not religious in any formal sense, but she began to pray. 
At first, she called herself a “kneeler in training,” because the act of 
praying felt so vulnerable and uncomfortable. But after a while it 
seemed as if her body was made for prayer. “Sometimes, in moments 
of deep gratitude, kneeling down becomes an overwhelming 
urge....When I write these things down I still feel a little ashamed, as 
if I were writing about the most intimate of intimate matters.” 


In prayer, she wrote, it is 


No longer: I want this or that, but: Life is great and good 
and fascinating and eternal, and if you dwell so much on 
yourself and flounder and fluff about, you miss the mighty 
eternal current that is life. It is in these moments—and I 
am so grateful for them—that all personal ambition drops 
away from me, and that my thirst for knowledge and 
understanding comes to rest, and a small piece of eternity 
descends on me with a sweeping wingbeat. 


In April 1942, the Nazis began their first major roundups of 
Jews, forcing them to wear the yellow Star of David. Each morning 
brought more news of arrests, of Jewish families being rounded up 
and shipped off, of men expelled from their jobs and life shutting 
down, of rumors about concentration camps and gas chambers. For a 
time Hillesum simply sought shelter from the storm. 

She would walk around her neighborhood and count the 
casualties. From this house, a father had been taken. From another, 
two sons. People were being shipped eastward, but none were ever 
coming back. “The threat grows ever greater, and terror increases 
from day to day,” she wrote. “I draw prayer round me like a dark 
protective wall, withdraw inside it as one might into a convent cell.” 
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But gradually she began to feel called to take some active role in 
saving her people. “What is at stake is our impending destruction 
and annihilation,” she acknowledged on July 3, 1942. “We can have 
no more illusions about that. They are out to destroy us completely, 
we must accept that and go from there.” 


The brutality of Nazism seems to demand a brutal response, and 
many of us look back and wish there had been more Jewish 
resistance, more angry determination to go down, if one must go 
down, fighting. But as the genocide spread, Hillesum did not have 
that reaction. “I no longer believe that we can change anything in the 
world until we have first changed ourselves. And that seems to me 
the only lesson to be learned from this war.” 


If the Nazis were trying to extinguish love from the world, she 
would stand as a force for it. As the world grew heartless, she felt 
called to enlarge her own heart. 


That meant doing what she could to care for her own people, to 
help the teenage girls who were now being rounded up. She was 
determined not to hate her oppressors, not to relieve her fear 
through hatred. She lectured herself to never hate the wickedness of 
others but to first hate the evil within herself. 


For the dying, there are no trivial pleasures. As the Nazis 
tightened their grip on her neighborhood, Hillesum began to 
appreciate every lovely blouse, every scented bar of soap. She 
confronted death directly and assumed her own destruction was 
imminent, and found that by dropping her evasive attitude toward 
death, by admitting it into her life, that she could enlarge and enrich 
her life. 

Hillesum could have led her family into hiding. Of the twenty- 
five thousand Dutch Jews who did, roughly eighteen thousand 
survived the war. (Anne Frank was an obvious exception.) But she 
resisted pleas to do that. Her biographer, Patrick Woodhouse, argues 
that there were three reasons for this. First was her sense of 
solidarity. She belonged to the whole Jewish people and felt she 
should live a life of connection with her people. If others had to go to 
the camps, she was not interested in saving herself. Second, she 
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associated hiding with fear and did not want to live a life of fear. 
Third, she began to feel a sense of commitment, of vocation. She had 
come to understand her gifts, and to feel that her gifts could be used 
in service of the Jews of her country as they waited for deportation. 


She went to work at the Jewish Council. This was an 
organization set up under the Nazis to look after the Jewish 
population. The Nazis gave the orders, and the council, staffed by 
Jews, decided how to fulfill them. The Jews who founded it worked 
under the misapprehension that they could mitigate the worst of the 
genocide. 

In June 1943, Etty volunteered to work at Westerbork, a transit 
camp where one hundred thousand Dutch Jews were held before 
being shipped east to Auschwitz and other extermination centers. 
The writings we have from her at this stage are in the form of letters 
home, not diaries, so the tone is a bit less personal. But that’s also 
because she had begun to transcend herself. “It is just as if 
everything that happens here and that is still to happen were 
somehow discounted inside me. As if I had been through it already 
and was now helping to build a new and different society.” 


Much of her letter writing consists of descriptions of the people 
she is caring for in the camp, the old who come bewildered and lost, 
the children who don’t understand. She felt especially sad for those 
who were formerly rich and famous: “Their armor of position, 
esteem and property has collapsed, and now they stand in the last 
shreds of their humanity.” 


Sometimes she worked in the punishment barracks serving as 
messenger between those who had been sentenced to hard labor and 
their family members in the rest of the camp. Otherwise, her job was 
to walk around the camp and do whatever it was that needed doing, 
caring for the sick, helping people send telegrams back home. She 
was given free access to the four hospital barracks and spent her days 
moving from bed to bed. The other inmates in the camp describe her, 
in their own letters home, as radiant and full of warmth. By this 
point there was a calm and solidity to her writing that was entirely 
absent before she had taken up her great moral task. Some go to 
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pieces in the face of calamity, or turn desperate, but Hillesum 
became more mature and deeper. “There are many miracles in a 
human life,” she wrote to one friend. “My own is one long sequence 
of inner miracles.” 


The rhythm of life in the camp was governed by the train 
schedule. Each week a train would arrive to take a certain number of 
prisoners to their deaths, and just prior to its arrival a list would be 
published of those condemned to go. Hillesum’s letters are filled with 
descriptions of those sentenced to get on the train. She writes of “the 
ash-grey freckled face of a colleague. She is squatting beside the bed 
of a dying woman who has swallowed some poison and who happens 
to be her mother.” 


Her letters at this point often contain bursts of an inner 
hopefulness. 


The misery here is quite terrible; and yet, late at night 
when the day has slunk away into the depths behind me, I 
often walk with a spring in my step along the barbed 
wire....I can’t help it, that’s just the way it is, like some 
elementary force—the feeling that life is glorious and 
magnificent and that one day we shall be building a whole 
new world. 


On September 6, 1943, Hillesum was shocked to see her own 
name on the transport list, along with her parents and brother 
Mischa. Her mother had written to the head of the German SS asking 
that her son be spared. The letter seems to have backfired, and they 
were all sentenced to die. 


A friend, Jopie Vleeschhouwer, later reported that Hillesum was 
at first devastated by the news. But after an hour, she recovered her 
spirit. She began scrounging what provisions she could find for the 
journey. Vleeschhouwer then described her departure. “Talking gaily, 
smiling, a kind word for everyone she met on the way, full of 
sparkling good humor, perhaps just a touch of sadness, but every 
inch the Etty you all know so well.” 
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Once inside the train she wrote a postcard to a friend, which she 
tossed through a crack in the boarded-up carriage. It was picked up 
by some farmers and sent back to Amsterdam. “Christine,” it begins, 
“opening the Bible at random I find this: “The Lord is my high tower.’ 
I am sitting on my rucksack in the middle of a full freight car. Father, 
mother and Mischa are a few cars away....We left the camp singing, 
Father and mother firmly and calmly, Mischa too.” 


She died in Auschwitz on November 30, 1943. 


INTEGRATION 


Few of us are going to experience a personal transformation as 
complete as the one Hillesum experienced. Few of us are going to live 
as selflessly as the community weavers. But their lives serve as 
models. They are models for many reasons, but in part because they 
illustrate a core point: One task in life is synthesis. It is to collect all 
the fragmented pieces of a self and bring them to a state of unity, so 
that you move coherently toward a single vision. 


Some people never get themselves together; they live scattered 
lives. Some get themselves together but at a low level. Their lives are 
oriented around the lesser desires. Hillesum got herself together at a 
very high level. As the external conditions of her life became more 
miserable, her internal state became more tranquil. 


And the way she achieved unity was not through an endless 
inner process of self-excavation. It was through an outer process of 
giving her whole self away. “Happiness,” Dr. William H. Sheldon 
wrote, “is essentially a state of going somewhere, wholeheartedly, 
one-directionally, without reservation or regret.” 


The practical way we do that is through commitments—through 
making maximal commitments to things we really care about and 
then serving them in a wholehearted way. The core challenges of the 
second-mountain life are found in the questions, How do I choose 
my commitments? How do I decide what is the right commitment for 
me? How do I serve my commitments once they have been chosen? 
How do I blend my commitments so that together they merge into a 
coherent, focused, and joyful life? 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 111/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


These are the sorts of question the next section of the book is 
designed to address. It aims to be a practical (and yet spiritual!) 
guidebook to the committed life, to the life lived in service of a 
vocation, a marriage, a creed, and a community. The second- 
mountain life is a spiritual adventure, but it is lived out very 
practically day by day. 
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The Four Commitments 
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PART Il 


Vocation 
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NINE 
What Vocation Looks Like 


In 1946, George Orwell published a brilliant essay called “Why I 
Write” about his vocation as a novelist and essayist. In it, he tries to 
puncture a lot of the pious and pretentious writing about writing. 
With the sense of guilt that is never far from the surface in his work, 
Orwell wants to expose and maybe shock you with his own low and 
selfish motives. 


He writes, he says, for four basic reasons. First, sheer egoism. 
The desire to seem clever and to get talked about. Second, aesthetic 
enthusiasm. The pleasure he gets from playing with sentences and 
words. But Orwell is nothing if not honest. And he has to admit that 
there are higher motives as well. Third, then, is the “historic 
impulse,” the desire for understanding. The desire to see things as 
they are and find out true facts. Fourth, his political purpose. The 
desire to push the world in a certain direction, and to alter people’s 
ideas of what sort of society they should strive for. 

Orwell was one of those people who had an inkling, early on, of 
what he should do with his life, but drifted away from it. Early on, he 
wanted to be a writer. But after school he moved to India and worked 
for the British Empire as a policeman. Then he came home and lay 
about. But, as he was avoiding writing, he “did so with the 
consciousness that I was outraging my true nature and that sooner or 
later I should have to settle down and write books.” 
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Finally, at age twenty-five, he succumbed to his destiny. He 
decided that if he was going to be a writer he needed to do three 
things. First, he needed to live among the poor. He was a man of the 
left, but believed that the problem with his fellow socialists was that 
they didn’t have much direct contact with the poor people they were 
allegedly liberating. So at the start of his writing career he went 
tramping. Homeless people in those days were forbidden by the 
Vagrancy Act to beg or erect permanent camps. Many tramped from 
one village to the next, all across England, staying in one charity 
hotel one night and then another in a nearby town the next. After 
that experience, Orwell worked as a dishwasher in a French hotel 
and restaurant, thirteen hours a day. These experiences gave him 
firsthand knowledge of the working class, and increased his natural 
hatred of authority. 


Next, he needed to invent a new way of writing. He would turn 
nonfiction writing into a literary form. He became a master at using 
parable to make a political point—how shooting an elephant 
symbolized all that was wrong with British imperialism. He did not 
get intrinsic joy out of the writing process. “Writing a book is a 
horrible, exhausting struggle, like a long bout of some painful 
illness,” he wrote. “One would never undertake such a thing if one 
were not driven on by some demon whom one can neither resist nor 
understand.” But the pain was purifying. Like T. S. Eliot, Orwell 
believed that good writing involves a continual extinction of 
personality. One struggles, Orwell wrote, “to efface one’s own 
personality. Good prose is like a windowpane.” The act of writing 
well involved self-suppression, putting the reader in direct contact 
with the thing described. 

Finally, Orwell decided that in order to fulfill his calling he had 
to be ruthlessly honest, even about the people on his own side. In the 
1930s, with the fascists fighting the communists in the Spanish Civil 
War, he went to fight with the anarchists, taking the hopeless side in 
that conflict. He learned to see reality without illusion. He learned, as 
Albert Camus put it, “that one can be right and yet be beaten, that 
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force can vanquish spirit, that there are times when courage is not its 
own recompense.” 

But he did not become a cynic. Totalitarianism, in Spain, 
Germany, and the Soviet Union, presented Orwell with the moral 
challenge that controlled the rest of his life. He wrote, from then on, 
because he wanted to expose a lie or draw attention to some fact. 
“Every line of serious work that I have written since 1936 has been 
written, directly or indirectly, against totalitarianism and for 
democratic Socialism.” 


When Orwell returned from Spain he was transformed. He had 
experienced his call within a call, that purifying moment when you 
know why you were put on this earth and you are ruthless about 
pursuing this mission. A friend remarked, “It was almost as if there’d 
been a kind of fire smoldering in him all his life which suddenly 
broke into flame.” He became angry at any injustice and coolly 
passionate. He was outraged by lies, but kindly toward people. He 
was fully engaged in fighting fascism, but always detached enough to 
be able to face the unpleasant truths about his own side. 

He wasn’t always a joyful man to be around. He was wintry, 
bleak, prickly, independent, fierce, both shy and assertive. But by the 
end of his life, when he was deathly ill and writing 1984, his vocation 
had given him a purity of desire and a unity of purpose. As George 
Bernard Shaw once wrote in another context, Orwell’s vocation took 
“a mob of appetites and organized them into an army of purposes 
and principles.” People began to recognize him as some sort of saint 
of the age. 


I mention Orwell’s experience because I think it illustrates a few 
common features of the process of finding a vocation. 

The thing everybody knows about finding a vocation is that it’s 
quite different from finding a career. When you have a career 
mentality, the frontal cortex is very much in charge. You take an 
inventory of your talents. What are you good at? What talent has 
value in the marketplace? Then you invest in your abilities by getting 
a good education. You hone your professional skills. Then you survey 
the job market to see what opportunities are out there. You follow 
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the incentives to get the highest return on your investment of time 
and effort. You strategize the right route to climb upward toward 
success. You reap the rewards of success: respect, self-esteem, and 
financial security. 


In the vocation mentality, you're not living on the ego level of 
your consciousness—working because the job pays well or makes life 
convenient. You’re down in the substrate. Some activity or some 
injustice has called to the deepest level of your nature and demanded 
an active response. Carl Jung called a vocation “an irrational factor 
that destines a man to emancipate himself from the herd and from 
its well-worn paths....Anyone with a vocation hears the voice of the 
inner man: He is called.” 


At first the summons is often aesthetic. Annie Dillard once asked 
a friend how he knew he was meant to become a painter. “I like the 
smell of paint,” he replied. It wasn’t some grandiose sense of fate. It 
was the aroma that came out of putting paint on canvas. Some 
people just like working on cars or fiddling around with numbers or 
making pastry or speaking in front of crowds. 

For still others, the call can come from our historical 
circumstances. All of us are stationed at a certain place in a certain 
moment, and the circumstances throw concrete problems before us 
that demand to be answered. Vaclav Havel found himself living 
under the tyranny of communism. Gloria Steinem found herself 
living under the weight of a male-dominated society. These are just a 
few of the famous examples, but millions of people have found their 
vocation in fighting collectivism, racism, sexism, and other wrongs. 


When the psychoanalyst Viktor Frankl was about thirteen, a 
teacher of his declared that all of life is nothing but a process of 
material combustion. Frankl leapt up and declared, “Sir, if this is so, 
what then can be the meaning of life?” Intensely preoccupied with 
this question at a young age, he struck up a correspondence with 
Sigmund Freud. As a young therapist, he set up suicide prevention 
centers around Vienna, and invented methods to give people on the 
verge of self-destruction a way to find meaning in their lives. 
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Then came World War II and the Nazi occupation. Frankl found 
himself thrown into a concentration camp. He realized that the 
career questions—What do I want from life? What can I do to make 
myself happy?—are not the proper questions. The real question is, 
What is life asking of me? Frankl realized that a psychiatrist in a 
concentration camp has a responsibility to study suffering and 
reduce suffering. “It did not really matter what we expected from life, 
but rather what life expected from us,” he realized. “We needed to 
stop asking about the meaning of life, and instead to think of 
ourselves as those who were being questioned by life—daily and 
hourly. Our answer must consist not in talk and meditation, but in 
right action and in right conduct. Life ultimately means taking 
responsibility to find the right answer to its problems and to fulfill 
the tasks which life constantly sets for each individual.” The sense of 
calling comes from the question, What is my responsibility here? 
Frankl went on to work as a psychotherapist in the camp, reminding 
despairing prisoners that the world still expected things of them. 
They still had responsibilities and purposes to pursue. 


Vocations invariably have testing periods—periods when the 
costs outweigh the benefits—which a person must go through to 
reach another level of intensity. At these moments, if you were driven 
by a career mentality you would quit. You’re putting more into this 
thing than you are getting out. But a person who has found a 
vocation doesn’t feel she has a choice. It would be a violation of her 
own nature. So she pushes through when it doesn’t seem to make 
sense. As Stanford professors Anne Colby and William Damon write, 
“When an issue is less central to one’s identity, it’s possible to feel, 
for example, ‘I really should do more to help those in need, but it’s 
just too hard’ or ‘I just can’t find the time.’ But when the issue lies at 
the very heart of who one is, it becomes unthinkable to turn away.” 


The second thing you notice about the Orwell story is that he 
had a presentiment of his vocation when he was young. But then he 
walked away from it. Maybe he forgot about it. Maybe he couldn’t 
figure out how to make a living. He had to go through a period of 
wandering before he settled back into the vocation that called him all 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 


119/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM 


Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


along. This, too, is not uncommon. Often people feel a call but don’t 
really understand it, or they forget the call or just wander off. It’s 
only later that they make up a neat linear narrative of their life to 
describe how they took the road less traveled. 

People who write about vocation often cite a poem by William 
Wordsworth that makes vocation finding sound straightforward and 
delightful. Early one morning, when he was in college, Wordsworth 
was walking back to his home in Hawkshead, England, after a 
summer night’s dance. Two miles into his hike, dawn broke. He 
found himself greeted by a morning “more glorious than I had ever 
beheld.” The sea, he wrote, seemed to be laughing in the distance. 
The mountains were bright as clouds. All of creation was pure 
delight: “Dews, vapors, and the melody of birds, / And Laborers 
going forth into the fields.” He was overwhelmed by beauty. It 
touched him at the level of heart and soul. Suddenly a switch flipped 
inside: 


My heart was full; I made no vows, but vows 
Were then made for me; bond unknown to me 
Was given, that I should be, else sinning greatly, 
A dedicated Spirit. On I walked 

In thankful blessedness, which even yet remains. 


His heart was full. He himself didn’t make a promise, but 
somehow “vows were made for me.” He was destined, he realized at 
that moment, to become a poet, a dedicated spirit, to spend his life 
capturing what he then felt. If he didn’t fulfill those vows, he would, 
he realized, be “sinning greatly.” He’d be denying his own nature and 
his own destiny. 

What the tellers of that tale usually don’t mention is that this 
account is semi-mythical. Wordsworth recounted this clear moment 
when he was older and looking back on his life, but it wasn’t so clear 
at the time. Drifting into his midtwenties, Wordsworth was trying to 
find something to do with his life. He slid through university, 
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despising most of it, writing very little poetry. He tried joining the 
clergy while doing a fair share of drinking and dancing. He thought 
about becoming a lawyer, and spent four months bumming around 
London doing very little. He fathered a child while touring around 
France, observed the French Revolution, abandoned the mother of 
his child, imagined starting a magazine, thought of becoming a 
political reporter, tried to get a job as a tutor in Ireland. Wordsworth, 
in other words, had to endure a period of drift while waiting to settle 
into his groove in life, the way most of us do. 


Wordsworth’s life came into focus only after two strokes of good 
fortune he couldnt have imagined beforehand. A casual 
acquaintance of his named Raisley Calvert saw a spark of genius in 
him, when almost no one else did. Calvert readjusted his will so that 
Wordsworth would get £900 on the event of his death. Calvert serves 
as the patron saint of a rare sort of social type: the person who can 
see a gift in others, push that person toward their vocation, and 
provide practical assistance to make it happen. 


Calvert performed one more service. At age twenty-one, he died, 
giving Wordsworth a financial cushion. Shortly thereafter, another 
friend offered Wordsworth and his sister the use of their country 
home in exchange for tutoring their sons. In two strokes, 
Wordsworth had money and a rent-free residence of a grand estate. 
The rest is history. 

The summons to vocation is a very holy thing. It feels mystical, 
like a call from deep to deep. But then the messy way it happens in 
actual lives doesn’t feel holy at all; just confusing and screwed up. 
Over the next few chapters I'll try to describe how vocations are 
found and grow. 
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TEN 


The Annunciation Moment 


When E. O. Wilson was seven, his parents announced they were 
getting a divorce. They sent him away over the summer to stay with a 
family he didn’t know in Paradise Beach, in northern Florida. Every 
morning, Wilson would have breakfast with the family, then wander 
alone in search of treasures on the beach until lunch. Then after 
lunch he’d head back to the water to wander until dinner. 


The creatures he found cast a spell on him. He saw crabs and 
needlefish in the water, toadfish and porpoises. One day he saw his 
first jellyfish. “The creature is astonishing. It existed outside my 
previous imagination,” he would write decades later. Another day he 
was sitting on a dock with his feet dangling in the water, when a 
gigantic ray, much bigger than anything else he’d seen, glided silently 
under his feet. “I was thunderstruck. And immediately seized with a 
need to see this behemoth again, to capture it if I could and to 
examine it close up.” 

To a child everything looks bigger. “I estimate that when I was 
seven years old I saw animals at about twice the size I see them now,” 
Wilson later wrote. He was transfixed by these silent creatures but 
glimpsed something more—a hidden new world under the surface of 
the waters to venture into and explore. His family life was falling 
apart a few hundred miles away, but here he felt a curiosity and a 
sense of belonging, one that would last all his life. That summer, a 
naturalist was born. 
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“A child comes to the edge of deep water with a mind prepared 
for wonder,” Wilson observed decades later in Naturalist, his 
memoir. “Hands-on experience at the critical time, not systematic 
knowledge, is what counts in the making of a naturalist....Better to 
spend long stretches of time just searching and dreaming.” 


This was what you might call Wilson’s annunciation moment. 
That’s the moment when something sparks an interest, or casts a 
spell, and arouses a desire that somehow prefigures much of what 
comes after in a life, both the delights and the challenges. Most days 
pass in an unmemorable flow, but, every once in a while, a new 
passion is silently conceived. Something delights you and you are 
forever after entranced by that fascinating thing. Wilson found 
nature at age seven and has spent the ensuing seven decades 
studying it, becoming one of the most prominent scientists in the 
world. 


When you hear adults talk about their annunciation moments, 
they often tell stories of something lost and something found. Wilson 
was losing his parental home, and found in nature a home where he 
would always be welcome. I know a man whose father drank too 
much, and the family was always desperately short of money. This 
man fell in love with shopkeeping and business and eventually made 
himself into a multibillionaire. The writer Andrew Solomon heard 
about the Holocaust when he was a boy and thought about how awful 
it was that the European Jews had nowhere to go when trouble came. 
“I decided that I would always have someplace to go,” he declared in 
one book talk, and so was born a life of travel and travel writing. As 
my friend April Lawson puts it, we were all missing something as 
children, and as adults we’re willing to put up with a lot in order to 
get it. 

The other interesting thing about annunciation moments is how 
aesthetic they are. Often, they happen when a child finds something 
that just seems sublime. They are going about their life in its normal 
course, and then suddenly beauty strikes. Some sight or experience 
renders them dumb with wonder—a stingray gliding beneath one’s 
feet. 
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To feel wonder in the face of beauty is to be grandly astonished. 
A person entranced by wonder is pulled out of the normal voice-in- 
your-head self-absorption and finds herself awed by something 
greater than herself. There’s a feeling of radical openness, curiosity, 
and reverence. There’s an instant freshness of perception, a desire to 
approach and affiliate. 


The ocean for Wilson was an entire captivating world to explore. 
“A beautiful thing, though simple in its immediate presence,” 
Frederick Turner observes, “always gives us a sense of depth below 
depth, almost an innocent wild vertigo as one falls through its 
levels.” 

I have a son who as a five-year-old glimpsed the beauty of a 
baseball field and of the players on it; before long he was obsessed 
and entranced by baseball. Baseball became the way he processed the 
world. It was the way he organized geography, learned math. 
Baseball became the language we used to speak to each other, father 
and son. My daughter, at about the same age, found herself at home 
around hockey rinks, and teaches hockey to this day. My other son 
found beauty in philosophy, at a very early age. While the rest of the 
world is a vast, buzzing confusion, this is the realm they can master 
and understand. “Some of our most wonderful memories are 
beautiful places where we felt immediately at home,” John 
O’Donohue writes. 


The Greek word for “beauty” was kalon, which is related to the 
word for “call.” Beauty incites a desire to explore something and live 
within it. Children put posters of their obsessions on the wall. They 
draw images of them in art class and on the covers of their 
notebooks. “I am seeking. I am striving. I am in it with all my heart,” 
Vincent van Gogh wrote, in the middle of a life obsessed with beauty. 

One day, when he was four or five, Albert Einstein had to stay 
home sick. His father brought him a compass. The sight of it, with 
the magnetic needle swinging about under the influence of a hidden 
force field, made him tremble. “I can still remember—at least I 
believe I can remember—that this experience made a deep and 
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lasting impression on me. Something deeply hidden had to be behind 
things,” he later wrote. 


He became obsessed with hidden forces, magnetic fields, 
gravity, inertia, acceleration. As one biographer put it, “Music, 
Nature and God became intermingled in him in a complex of feeling, 
a moral unity, the trace of which never vanished.” 


That metaphysical curiosity drove him his entire life. “Only 
those who realize the immense efforts and, above all, the devotion 
without which pioneering work in theoretical science cannot be 
achieved are able to grasp the strength of the emotion out of which 
alone such work, remote as it is from the immediate realities of life, 
can issue,” Einstein wrote. “The scientist’s religious feeling takes the 
form of a rapturous amazement at the harmony of natural law.” 


I am obviously no Wilson, van Gogh, or Einstein, but I also had 
my annunciation moment at age seven. I was reading a book about 
Paddington Bear and realized (or at least think I realized) that I 
wanted to be a writer. It’s easy now in retrospect to see how all the 
pieces fit together. My parents were academics, so books and writing 
were valued around the house. My grandfather was a beautiful letter 
writer who dreamed of getting his letters to the editor published in 
The New York Times. As the Paddington story opens, the little bear 
has traveled from Peru to London. He is alone and stranded at a 
train station until a loving family takes him in and cares for him. I 
guess as little children we all, at some level, feel that we are alone, 
and know we need a family to take us in. 


In the fifty years since I read that opening scene of A Bear 
Called Paddington, there probably haven’t been two hundred days 
when I didn’t write something or at least prepare to write something. 
Recently I bought a Fitbit. It kept telling me that I was falling asleep 
between eight and eleven in the morning. But I wasn’t asleep; I was 
writing. Apparently writing is the time when my heartbeat is truly at 
rest; when I feel right with myself. 


THE LAW OF YOUR VERY SELF 
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In this chapter, I’ve described childhood annunciation moments, but 
of course they don’t just happen in childhood. We've all known 
people who have had them, or had them again, at age thirty or fifty or 
eighty. But often when they happen in adulthood they can still be 
traced back to some grandparent, some ancient seed that first 
blossomed when we were young. In his essay “Schopenhauer as 
Educator,” Nietzsche wrote that the way to discover what you were 
put on earth for is to go back into your past, list the times you felt 
most fulfilled, and then see if you can draw a line through them. 


He writes, “Let the young soul survey its own life with a view to 
the following question: “What have you truly loved thus far? What 
has ever uplifted your soul, what has dominated and delighted it at 
the same time?’ Assemble these revered objects in a row before you 
and perhaps they will reveal a law by their nature and their order: 
the fundamental law of your very self.” 


In fact, the tricky part of an annunciation moment is not having 
it, but realizing you're having it. The world is full of beautiful things 
and moments of wonder. But sometimes they pass by without us 
realizing their importance. Often, were not aware of our 
annunciation moments except in retrospect. You look back and 
realize, “Okay, that’s when this all started....That was the freakishly 
unlikely circumstance that set things off on this wonderful course.” 

The best thing about an annunciation moment is that it gives 
you an early hint of where your purpose lies. The next best thing is it 
rules out a bunch of other things. “Lucky is the man who does not 
secretly believe that every possibility is open to him,” Walker Percy 
observes. 

Ed Wilson’s annunciation moment involved an additional step, 
which was also, in the long run, a stroke of good fortune. One day 
that summer on Paradise Beach he was fishing. He caught a pinfish 
but got careless when yanking it from the water. It flew up and 
flopped in his face, with one of the spines on its dorsal fins piercing 
the pupil of Wilson’s right eye. The pain was excruciating, but Wilson 
didn’t want to stop fishing, so he stayed out there in his pain all day. 
That night he told the host family what had happened, but by then 
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the pain had dulled and they didn’t take him to a doctor. His eye 
clouded over several months later and then, after a botched 
procedure, he lost sight in that eye altogether. 

Wilson was going to be a naturalist, but he was never going to 
study something like birds, which required stereoscopy to see 
properly. He was going to have to study something small, something 
he could pick up with his fingers and bring close for inspection with 
his good left eye. Fortunately, that same year he happened to be 
walking down Palafox Street in Pensacola, Florida, when he came 
across some lion ants swarming out of their nest. He stood there with 
the same feeling he’d had by the ocean. Here was another hidden and 
entrancing world. He would study ants and go on to scientific 
greatness. 


Forty years later, Wilson happened to be on the same street in 
Pensacola. He saw the descendants of those first ants scurrying 
about. Fascinated, he got down on his hands and knees, peering once 
again at the lion ants. An elderly man, passing by, was alarmed to see 
a grown man crawling on all fours on the sidewalk, and asked if he 
needed any help. But of course, Wilson was just returning to his 
childhood love and continuing his lifelong call. 
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ELEVEN 
What Mentors Do 


Wilson didn’t build his career by himself. He had mentors. The first 
was a professor at the University of Alabama named Bert Williams. 
Williams took him on field trips, lent him a dissecting microscope, 
welcomed him into his home, and generally provided Wilson with a 
practical sense of what life as a natural scientist might look like. 

Williams seems to have done the things that good mentors do. 
Good mentors coach you through the various decisions of life, such 
as where to go to graduate school or what jobs to take. Good mentors 
teach you the tacit wisdom embedded in any craft. 

Any book or lecture can tell you how to do a thing. But in any 
craft, whether it is cooking or carpentry or science or leadership, 
there are certain forms of knowledge that can’t be put into rules or 
recipes—practical forms of knowledge that only mentors can teach. 
The philosopher Michael Oakeshott tried to capture the ineffable 
quality of this practical knowledge by telling the story of a Chinese 
wheelwright who was making a wheel at the lower end of a great 
chamber while his duke, Duke Huan of Ch’i, was reading a book at 
the upper end. Putting aside his mallet and chisel, the wheelwright 
called out to the duke and asked him what he was reading. 

“A book that records the words of the sages,” the duke answered. 

“Are those sages alive?” the wheelwright asked. 

“They are dead,” the duke replied. 
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“In that case, what you are reading can be nothing but the lees 
and scum of bygone men.” 


The duke was outraged. How dare the wheelwright dismiss such 
a book and such sages? “If you can explain your statement, I shall let 
it pass. If you cannot, you shall die!” the duke thundered. 


“Speaking as a wheelwright,” the craftsman began, “I look at the 
matter this way: When I am making a wheel, if my stroke is too slow, 
then it bites deep but is not steady; if my stroke is too fast, then it is 
steady, but does not go deep. The right pace, neither slow nor fast, 
cannot get into the hand unless it comes from the heart. It is a thing 
that cannot be put into words.” 


Technical, book knowledge, Oakeshott writes, consists of 
“formulated rules which are, or may be, deliberately learned.” 
Practical knowledge, on the other hand, cannot be taught or learned 
but only imparted and acquired. It exists only in practice. When we 
talk about practical knowledge, we tend to use bodily metaphors. We 
say that somebody has a touch for doing some activity—an ability to 
hit the right piano key with just enough force and pace. We say that 
somebody has a feel for the game, an intuition for how events are 
going to unfold, an awareness of when you should plow ahead with a 
problem and when you should put it aside before coming back to it. 
We say that somebody has taste, an aesthetic sense of what product 
or presentation is excellent, and which ones are slightly off. 


When the expert is using her practical knowledge, she isn’t 
thinking more; she is thinking less. She has built up a repertoire of 
skills through habit and has thereby extended the number of tasks 
she can perform without conscious awareness. This sort of 
knowledge is built up through experience, and it is passed along 
through shared experience. It is passed along by a mentor who lets 
you come alongside and participate in a thousand situations. This 
kind of pedagogy is personal, friendly, shared, conversational—more 
caught than taught. A textbook can teach you the principles of 
biology, but a mentor shows you how to think like a biologist. This 
kind of habitual practice rewires who you are inside. “The great thing 
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in all education,” William James wrote, “is to make our nervous 
system our ally instead of our enemy.” 


These are the things good mentors do. But E. O. Wilson was 
fortunate to have an extra and extraordinary mentor, a man who 
took his craft and therefore his mentorship to another level. 


After the University of Alabama, Wilson went to graduate school 
at Harvard, where he met Philip Darlington, who studied beetles and 
was a scholar of the geographic distribution of animals. Darlington 
gave Wilson practical advice on how to collect his samples: “Don’t 
stay on the trails when you collect insects,” he told him. “You should 
walk in a straight line through the forest. Try to go over any barrier 
you meet. It’s hard, but it’s the best way to collect.” 


More fundamentally, Darlington showed Wilson what a true 
vocation looked like. As a young man, Darlington had climbed the 
Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, collecting bugs along the way. In 
Haiti, he hacked through one thousand meters of virgin forest to 
reach the summit of that nation’s highest peak. When he was thirty- 
nine, Darlington floated himself on a log into a stagnant jungle pool 
in South America to collect a water sample that would help in his 
research. A giant crocodile emerged from the water, grabbed 
Darlington in its jaws, spun him over and over, and dragged him 
down to the bottom of the pool. Darlington kicked and fought and 
managed to swim free. He scrambled onto the bank of the pool, and 
the crocodile attacked again. Darlington was dragged back into the 
water and then broke free again. The crocodile’s teeth had pierced 
both his hands. The muscles and ligaments on both of his arms were 
shredded. The bones in his right arm were crushed. As he hauled 
himself back toward civilization, he became aware of how weak he 
had become from loss of blood. 

Escaping death by crocodile is not proof of character, Wilson 
would later wryly observe. But what happened next was, and that is 
what left a mark in Wilson. Darlington was stuck in a cast for several 
months. So he devised a method to collect his samples with his 
functioning left hand, tying his specimen jars onto sticks that he 
jammed into the ground and then dropping the bugs in one-handed. 
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“The teacher, that professional amateur,” the critic Leslie Fiedler 
once wrote, “teaches not so much the subject as himself.” Through 
his behavior, Darlington taught Wilson that the naturalist’s life was 
not an easy life but an arduous one. He taught that the search for 
knowledge about our world is an important mission, that those who 
do it are part of a long procession, stretching back through time. He 
taught him what it looks like to fiercely love science. As Wordsworth 
writes in The Prelude, “What we have loved, others will love, and we 
will teach them how.” 


And that is something that most young people, and maybe all of 
us, want to be taught. What most people seek in life, especially when 
young, is not happiness but an intensity that reaches into the core. 
We want to be involved in some important pursuit that involves 
hardship and is worthy of that hardship. The mentors who really 
lodge in the mind are the ones who were hard on us—or at least were 
hard on themselves and set the right example—not the ones who 
were easy on us. They are the ones who balanced unstinting love with 
high standards and relentless demands on behalf of something they 
took seriously. We think we want ease and comfort, and of course we 
do from time to time, but there is something inside us that longs for 
some calling that requires dedication and sacrifice. 


In this way, a lot of what mentors do is to teach us what 
excellence looks like, day by day. As Alfred North Whitehead wrote, 
“Moral education is impossible without the habitual vision of 
greatness.” Or, as Sir Richard Livingstone put it, “The most 
indispensable viaticum for the journey of life is a store of adequate 
ideals, and these are acquired in a very simple way, by living with the 
best things in the world—the best pictures, the best buildings, the 
best social or political orders, the best human beings. The way to 
acquire a good taste in anything, from pictures to architecture, from 
literature to character, from wine to cigars, is always the same—be 
familiar with the best specimens of each.” 


By thrusting us face-to-face with excellence, mentors also induce 
a certain humility. They teach us how to humbly submit to the task. 
The natural tendency is to put oneself at the center of any activity. To 
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ask, How am I doing? That question is fine to ask once. But it 
becomes paralyzing if you ask it all the time. A pitcher who is 
thinking about how he is pitching cannot pitch well. His focus is on 
self, not the task. “In any hard discipline, whether it be gardening, 
structural engineering, or Russian,” the philosopher and motorcycle 
mechanic Matthew Crawford writes, “one submits to things that have 
their own intractable ways.” 


He illustrates the point by citing Iris Murdoch: “If I am learning, 
for instance, Russian, I am confronted by an authoritative structure 
which commands my respect. The task is difficult and the goal is 
distant and perhaps never entirely attainable. My work is a 
progressive revelation of something which exists independently of 
me. Attention is rewarded by a knowledge of reality. Love of Russian 
leads me away from myself towards something alien to me, 
something which my consciousness cannot take over, swallow up, 
deny or make unreal.” 


Mentors also teach how to deal with error. As you get more 
experienced, you get a lot better at recognizing your mistakes and 
understanding, through experience, how to fix them. Mentors give us 
a sense for how to do the second and fourth and tenth drafts, and, in 
the process, they give us the freedom to not fear our failures, but to 
proceed with a confidence that invites them, knowing they can be 
rectified later on. One of the things good writing mentors do, for 
example, is to teach you not to be afraid to write badly. Get the first 
draft out even if it’s awful. Your ego is not at stake. 


Finally, mentors teach how to embrace the struggle—that the 
struggle is the good part. 

William James once visited Chautauqua, which, then as now, 
was a wonderful village in upstate New York built around a summer 
ideas and music festival. It has the sort of a calm, elevated 
atmosphere that has been described as the PBS audience at prayer. 
At first, he was utterly pleased by it. “I went in curiosity for a day. I 
stayed for a week,” James recalled, “held spell-bound by the charm 
and ease of everything, by the middle-class paradise, without a sin, 
without a victim, without a blot, without a tear.” And yet when he left 
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the village and returned to the real world, he felt a great sense of 
relief. The order within Chautauqua, he wrote, was “too tame, this 
culture too second-rate, this goodness too uninspiring.” 


James concluded that there is something in us that seems to 
require difficulty and the overcoming of difficulty, the presence of 
both light and darkness, danger and deliverance. “But what our 
human emotions seem to require,” he wrote, “is the sight of struggle 
going on. The moment the fruits are being merely eaten, things 
become ignoble. Sweat and effort, human nature strained to its 
uttermost and on the rack, yet getting through it alive, and then 
turning its back on its success to pursue another [challenge] more 
rare and arduous still—this is the sort of thing the presence of which 
inspires us.” 

At their highest, James argued, human beings are ideal-forming 
animals. And their lives go best when they are lived in service to an 
ideal. As he climactically put it, “The solid meaning of life is always 
the same eternal thing, the marriage, namely, of some unhabitual 
ideal, however special, with some fidelity, courage, and endurance; 
with some man’s or woman’s pains.” 

The last thing a mentor does, of course, is send you out into the 
world and, in some sense, cut you off. My mentor early in my career 
was William F. Buckley, Jr. I worked for him at his magazine for 
eighteen months, and during this period he taught me what 
excellence looked like. Then he sent me off, and I never really was 
close to him again. Some people who held the same job I did and 
went through this process were hurt by it. I missed him in the years 
that followed, but I still think Buckley did the right thing. At some 
point you have to let adult protégés, and children, go. 


Eventually everybody gets cut adrift; you are faced with the big 
decisions on your own. Maybe you had the clearest annunciation 
moment. Maybe you had the best mentor. But there will still be big, 
baffling decisions you have to make. Do I take this job or that job? 
Do I use my talents this way or that way? Do I move to this city or 
that city? 
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How do you make the big, transformational decisions of life? It 
is to that problem we now turn. 
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TWELVE 


Vampire Problems 


Let’s say you had the chance to become a vampire. With one magical 
bite you would gain immortality, superhuman strength, and a life of 
glamorous intensity. You'd have all sorts of new skills. You could fly 
around at night. You wouldn’t even have to drink human blood; you 
could get some donated cow’s blood. Friends who have undergone 
the experience say it is incredible. They claim that as vampires they 
experience the world in new ways they couldn’t have even have 
imagined back when they were human. 

Would you do it? Would you consent to receive that life-altering 
bite, knowing that once changed you could never go back? 

The difficulty of the choice is that you have to use your human 
self to try to guess if you would enjoy being a vampire self. Becoming 
a vampire is what the philosopher L. A. Paul calls a “transformative 
choice.” This is the sort of choice that changes who you are. 

Life is filled with vampire problems. Marriage turns you into a 
different person. Having kids changes who you are and what you 
want. So does emigrating to a new country, converting to a different 
religion, going to med school, joining the Marines, changing careers, 
and deciding on where to live. Every time you make a commitment to 
something big, you are making a transformational choice. 

All decisions involve a large measure of uncertainty about the 
future. What makes transformational choices especially tough is that 
you don’t know what your transformed self will be like or will want, 
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after the vagaries of life begin to have their effects. Things that seem 
sweet now may seem disgusting to the new you. New sorts of misery 
and joy, none of which you’ve experienced so far, may be the meat 
and potatoes of your future existence. It’s really hard to know your 
current self, but it’s pretty well impossible to know what your future 
transformed self will be like. You can’t rationally think through this 
problem, because you have no data about the desires of the 
transformed you. 


Furthermore, you're aware that this is the kind of choice that 
will cast a lingering shadow. Every choice is a renunciation, or an 
infinity of renunciations. You will be forever after aware of the road 
not taken, what might have been if you’d gone another way. You 
could be opening yourself up to a lifetime of regret. 


You look around and you see people facing these sorts of 
transformational decisions and screwing it up big-time. More than a 
third of all marriages end in divorce. We all know people who waste 
years following career paths that don’t satisfy them. Eighty-three 
percent of all corporate mergers fail to create any value for 
shareholders, and these mergers are only made after months and 
years of analysis. When making the big choices in life, as L. A. Paul 
puts it, “You shouldn’t fool yourself—you have no idea what you are 
getting into.” 

No wonder so many people have commitment phobia. No 
wonder some people are so paralyzed by the big choices that they just 
sort of sleepwalk through them. The paradox of life is that people 
seem to deliberate more carefully over the little choices than the big 
ones. Before buying a car, they read all the ratings, check out resale 
values on the Internet, and so on. But when it comes to choosing a 
vocation, they just sort of slide rather than decide. They slide 
incrementally into a career because someone gave them a job. They 
marry the person whom they happen to be living with. For many, the 
big choices in life often aren’t really choices; they are quicksand. You 
just sink into the place you happen to be standing. 


“It is remarkable that I am never quite clear about the motives 
for any of my decisions,” the German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 136/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


once admitted. Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, two of the 
greatest psychologists of all time, spent their entire careers studying 
decision-making. But if you asked them about the decision that got 
them into psychology in the first place, they could barely tell you. 
“It’s hard to know how people select a course in life,” Tversky once 
said. “The big choices we make are practically random.” 

So how do you make these big decisions? How do you decide 
what career to go into, what person to marry, where to live, how to 
spend your retirement? 


Some people rely on the “You Just Know” model. When the right 
thing comes along, you get a feeling and you just know. T. D. Jakes 
says life is like having a big ring of keys, and there’s a single lock that 
is your best life. You try some of the keys and eventually you get to 
one that feels different. As soon as you put it in the keyhole, before 
you even turn it, you feel a whoosh and you know it’s right. 


There’s some wisdom in this method. There are some situations 
in which people make better decisions when they have less time to 
think. But there’s not enough wisdom here. Are you really going to 
bet your life on a momentary feeling? On an intuition? 

For one thing, intuitions are unstable. Feelings are usually 
fleeting and sometimes inexplicable in the days or even minutes after 
you feel them. I was recently up for a job, and during the competition 
to get it I invented all sorts of reasons why I would enjoy the job, 
which was mostly fundraising and administration. Then, when I 
didn’t get the job, I felt a huge surge of relief: What was I thinking? 
I’m a middle-aged man and apparently I have no clue about who I 
really am. 

Second, our intuitions frequently lead us astray. Kahneman and 
Tversky, along with many other behavioral economists, have filled 
books and books with all the ways our intuitions can betray us—loss 
aversion, priming effects, the halo effect, the optimism bias, and so 
forth. I have friends who have gone six months thinking that such 
and such a person is the love of their life and then the next four 
decades thinking that person was an absolute disaster. As George 
Eliot once put it, “Men and women make sad mistakes about their 
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own symptoms, [mistaking] their vague uneasy longings, sometimes 
for genius, sometimes for religion, and oftener still for a mighty 
love.” 


Finally, intuition is reliable only in certain sorts of decisions. 
“Intuition” is a fancy word for pattern recognition. It can be trusted 
only in domains in which you have a lot of experience, in which the 
mind has time to master the various patterns. But when you are 
making a transformational choice, you are leaping into an unknown 
territory. You don’t know the patterns there. Intuition can’t tell you. 
It’s just guessing. 


THE RATIONAL FABLE 


The seemingly better method, especially in our culture, is to step 
back and make the decision “rationally.” Put your emotions off to one 
side and adopt a detached, scientific point of view. Find an 
engineering method, a design model, or some technique that will 
allow you to self-distance. Grab a legal pad. Write out a list of costs 
and benefits down either side. 


By approaching the decision rationally, scientifically, you can 
break the decision-making down into clear stages. Decision-making 
experts fill books with clear decision stages: preparation (identify the 
problem; determine your objectives), search (assemble a list of the 
possible jobs or people that will help you meet your objectives), 
evaluation (make a chart and rate the options on a ten-point scale 
according to various features), confrontation (ask disconfirming 
questions; create constructive disagreement to challenge existing 
premises), selection (tally up the scores; build a consequences table 
that will help you envision the future outcome of each choice). 

If you follow this kind of formal methodology, you will certainly 
be able to apply some useful frameworks. For example, when you are 
considering quitting your job, apply the 10-10-10 rule. How will this 
decision feel in 10 minutes, 10 months, and 10 years? That will help 
you put the short-term emotional pain of any decision in the context 
of long-term consequences. 
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When buying a house, look at eighteen houses on the market 
without making a decision about any of them. Then make an offer on 
the next home that is better than the first eighteen. That will ensure 
that you have a fair sample of what’s out there before making any 
choice. 


Rational techniques are all designed to counteract our cognitive 
biases. For example, people tend to “narrow frame.” As the 
management experts Chip and Dan Heath argue, they try to turn 
every open-ended question into a “whether or not” question, or an 
“either-or” question. People unconsciously think of decisions as a 
choice between two options. Should I take this job or not? Should I 
break up with Sue or not? In most key decision moments, there are 
actually many more options that are being filtered out by that point 
of view. Every time you find yourself saying “whether or not,” the 
Heaths argue, it’s a good idea to step back and find more options. 
Maybe the question is not breaking up with Sue or not; it’s finding a 
new way to improve your relationship. 


YOUR DAEMON 


The rational process seems so foolproof. Unfortunately, when it 
comes to making the big-commitment decisions in life, it, too, is 
insufficient. The first problem is the one described at the start of this 
chapter. You can have no data on what your transformed self will 
want, so you can’t rationally think it through by tallying up the 
evidence. The second problem is that when you’re making a decision 
about a big commitment, you are making a decision about the 
ultimate moral purpose and meaning of your life. 

Logic can’t help much with these ultimate questions. Logic is 
really good when the ends of a decision are clear, when you are 
playing a game with a defined set of rules. When you buy a toaster, 
you want a machine that will heat up bread. But commitment 
decisions are not like that. When making a commitment decision, 
defining the purpose of your life is the biggest part of the problem. 
That’s a matter of the ultimate horizon. The question What is my 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 139/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


ultimate good? is a different kind of question than How can I win at 
Monopoly? 

If you go to the career-advice gurus to find your vocation, the 
question many will put at the center of your search is “What is my 
talent?” One of the central preoccupations in the career-advice world 
is helping people identify strengths and then helping them figure out 
how to exploit them. One of the implications here is that in selecting 
a career path, talent should trump interest. If you are really 
interested in art but you're not actually that good at it, you'll wind up 
at some boring design job for a company you don’t care about at the 
bottom of the profession. When making a vocational choice ask, 
What am I talented at? 


That may be fine if you’re willing to settle for something meager 
like a career. But if you are trying to discern your vocation, the right 
question is not What am I good at? It’s the harder questions: What 
am I motivated to do? What activity do I love so much that I’m going 
to keep getting better at it for the next many decades? What do I 
desire so much that it captures me at the depth of my being? In 
choosing a vocation, it’s precisely wrong to say that talent should 
trump interest. Interest multiplies talent and is in most cases more 
important than talent. The crucial terrain to be explored in any 
vocation search is the terrain of your heart and soul, your long-term 
motivation. Knowledge is plentiful; motivation is scarce. 


Robert Greene gets at the core truth in his book Mastery: “Your 
emotional commitment to what you are doing will be translated 
directly into your work. If you go at your work with half a heart, it 
will show in the lackluster results and in the laggard way in which 
you reach the end.” 

The Greeks had a concept, later seized by Goethe, called the 
daemonic. A daemon is a calling, an obsession, a source of lasting 
and sometimes manic energy. Daemons are mysterious clusters of 
energy deep in the unconscious that were charged by some 
mysterious event in childhood that we imperfectly comprehend—or 
by some experience of trauma, or by some great love or joy or 
longing that we spend the rest of our lives trying to recapture. The 
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daemon identifies itself as an obsessive interest, a feeling of being at 
home at a certain sort of place, doing a certain activity—standing in 
front of classroom, helping a sick person out of bed, offering 
hospitality at a hotel. 


When you see an individual at the peak of her powers, it’s 
because she has come into contact with her daemon, that wound, 
that yearning, that core irresolvable tension. This is especially 
obvious in writers and academics. There’s often some core issue that 
obsesses them and they scratch at it for their entire lives. For 
example, W. Thomas Boyce is an eminent scholar of child psychiatry. 
He’s most famous for his theory of the orchid and the dandelion. 
Some kids are highly reactive (orchids) and either soar to 
extraordinary heights or plunge to depths, depending on their 
contexts. Other are less reactive (dandelions); even bad 
circumstances don’t bring them down. 


This academic interest was no accident, he writes in his book 
The Orchid and the Dandelion. He had a sister named Mary, who 
was brilliant and beautiful and charismatic. As a kid she was always 
doing audacious things. One naptime she managed to hilariously 
shove an entire small box of raisins up her nose one by one. (This 
resulted in a trip to the doctor’s office.) But as she got older the 
effects of her disrupted childhood began to be more obvious. She 
managed to get a college degree from Stanford and a graduate degree 
from Harvard, but her mental health problems grew more and more 
severe and finally she ended her life just before her fifty-third 
birthday. Boyce spent his life worrying about his sister, obsessed 
with that core contrast: two children, the same family, the same 
context. One highly and tragically reactive and the other not. It is 
that emotionally intense center that drives much of his work. 

When you see a city in the midst of an artistic renaissance, such 
as Florence in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, it’s because the 
people in it are haunted by some fervent clash of values deep in their 
culture, and they struggle—usually fruitlessly—to resolve the tension. 
In the Florentine case, the clash between the classical moral ecology 
and the Christian one sparked off enormous energy. In a thousand 
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different ways, the Florentines tried to square that unsquarable 
circle. 

When a person or a community touches its peculiar daemon, 
when it confronts some unresolvable tension, the creativity can be 
amazing, like some kind of nuclear explosion. When a person or 
culture is outside its daemon, then everything becomes derivative 
and sentimental. A person or culture that has lost touch with its 
daemon has lost touch with life. Look at Florentine art just a century 
later. 


THE BIG SHAGGY 


When you are looking for a vocation, you are looking for a daemon. 
You are trying to enact the same fall that is the core theme of this 
book—to fall through the egocentric desires and plunge down into 
the substrate to where your desires are mysteriously formed. You are 
trying to find that tension or problem that arouses great waves of 
moral, spiritual, and relational energy. That means you are looking 
into the unconscious regions of heart and soul that reason cannot 
penetrate. You are trying to touch something down there in the Big 
Shaggy, that messy thicket that sits somewhere below awareness. 

By one calculation the mind can take in eleven million bits of 
information a second, of which the conscious mind is aware of forty. 
The rest is in the Big Shaggy. As Timothy Wilson of the University of 
Virginia put it, consciousness is like a snowball sitting on an iceberg. 
In other words, most of what guides us is not our conscious 
rationalization; it’s our unconscious realm. Matthew Arnold, without 
the advantage of modern cognitive science, put it best: 


Below the surface-stream, shallow and light 

Of what we say we feel—below the stream, 

As light, of what we think we feel—there flows 
With noiseless current strong, obscure and deep, 
The central stream of what we feel indeed. 
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When you raise children, you notice that their daemons are 
wide-awake a lot of the time. They have direct access to these deep 
realms. Moral consciousness is our first consciousness. But as adults 
we have a tendency to cover over the substrate, to lose touch with the 
daemon and let it drift asleep. Sometimes we do this by being 
excessively analytic about everything. I grew up loving movies. In my 
sophomore year of college, I went to see a classic old movie almost 
every night. Then, as an adult, I became a movie critic. I would sit in 
the screening room with my notebook in hand. I was no longer 
watching movies, I was analyzing movies. The notebook became a 
wall between me and the story I was supposed to be experiencing. I 
had lost the ability to discern what I liked and what I didn’t. By being 
so analytical I had lost the ability to have an authentic response. 


Sometimes we lose touch with the daemon by adopting an 
excessively economic view of life. It is an interesting phenomenon 
that when you see life exclusively through an economic lens, that 
tends to replace the moral lens. For example, a few years ago, six day 
care centers in Haifa, Israel, realized they had a problem. Parents 
kept arriving late at pick-up time, so the teachers had to hang around 
an extra hour or so until the kids were gone. To address the issue, the 
day care centers began imposing fines on parents who were late. The 
plan backfired. The share of parents who arrived late doubled. 
Before, picking up your kids on time was an act of consideration 
toward the teachers—a moral responsibility. Afterward, it became an 
economic transaction; you perform the service of looking after my 
kid and I pay you for it. In the former, people are thinking in terms of 
right and wrong, being considerate or inconsiderate. In the latter, a 
cost-benefit calculation kicks in. What’s best for me? People who 
spend their lives thinking exclusively in economic terms tend to 
cover over their access to the Big Shaggy and to the daemons found 
there. Whatever is materialistic is taken to be real, and anything 
that’s not does not exist. 


Sometimes it’s the whole totality of bourgeois life that covers 
over the deep regions. We're just going about life, doing our normal 
prosaic things like shopping and commuting, and a film of dead 
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thought and clichéd emotion covers everything. Ultimately, you get 
used to the buffer you’ve built around yourself, and you feel safer 
leading a bland life than a yearning one. The result is not pretty, and 
was best described in a famous passage by C. S. Lewis: 


There is no safe investment. To love at all is to be 
vulnerable. Love anything, and your heart will certainly 
be wrung and possibly be broken. If you want to make 
sure of keeping it intact, you must give your heart to no 
one, not even to an animal. Wrap it carefully round with 
hobbies and little luxuries; avoid all entanglements; lock 
it up safe in the casket or coffin of your selfishness. But in 
that casket—safe, dark, motionless, airless—it will change. 
It will not be broken; it will become unbreakable, 
impenetrable, irredeemable. The alternative to tragedy, or 
at least the risk of tragedy, is damnation. The only place 
outside Heaven where you can be perfectly safe from all 
the dangers and perturbations of love is Hell. 


Nobody makes a conscious decision to entomb the heart and to 
anesthetize the daemon; it just sort of happens after a few decades of 
prudent and professional living. Ultimately, people become strangers 
to their own desires. José Ortega y Gasset believed that most people 
devote themselves to avoiding that genuine self, to silencing the 
daemon and refusing to hear it. We bury the faint crackling of our 
inner fire underneath other, safer noises, and settle for a false life. 


REAWAKENING THE SOUL 


If you really want to make a wise vocation decision, you have to lead 
the kind of life that keeps your heart and soul awake every day. There 
are some activities that cover over the heart and soul—the ones that 
are too analytic, economic, prudently professional, and comfortably 
bourgeois. There are some that awaken the heart and engage the soul 
—music, drama, art, friendship, being around children, being around 
beauty, and, paradoxically, being around injustice. The people who 
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make the wisest vocation decisions are the people who live their lives 
every day with their desires awake and alive. They get out of boring 
offices and take jobs where the problems are. They are the ones who 
see their desires, confront their desires, and understand what they 
truly yearn for. 


Sometimes an artist can awaken the heart and soul. James Mill 
raised his son John Stuart to be a thinking machine. He taught him 
Greek at age two. Between the ages of eight and twelve, he read all of 
Herodotus, Homer, and Xenophon; six Platonic dialogues; and Virgil 
and Ovid (in Latin), while learning physics, chemistry, astronomy, 
and mathematics. He was given no holidays off. It all worked 
wonderfully—John Stuart Mill was an astounding prodigy—until he 
turned twenty and went into a deep depression. 


Mill realized what constant study of data and nonfiction had 
done to him. He realized that “the habit of analysis has a tendency to 
wear away the feelings.” But then something pulled him out. It 
wasn’t an epiphany, some new burst of insight. It was poetry. 
William Wordsworth’s poetry: “What made Wordsworth’s poems 
medicine for my state of mind, was they expressed, not mere 
outward beauty, but states of feeling, and of thought colored by 
feeling, under the excitement of beauty....In them I seemed to draw 
from a source of inward joy, of sympathetic and imaginative 
pleasure, which could be shared by all human beings; which had no 
connection with struggle or imperfection, but would be made richer 
by every improvement in the physical or social condition of 
mankind.” 

Mill got depressed when he felt his desires go lukewarm. He 
pulled out of it when he discovered the existence of infinite desires, 
which are spiritual and moral, and not worldly desires. Henceforth, 
he wrote, “the cultivation of the feelings became one of the cardinal 
points in my ethical and philosophical creed.” 

Sometimes it’s simple glee that awakens the soul and helps us 
find our daemon. Shortly after Tom Clancy published The Hunt for 
Red October, I was invited to a dinner with Clancy. He had just come 
back from a tour of some battleship, courtesy of the U.S. Navy, where 
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he had seen some sort of new weapons system. His face was aglow; 
his eyes glistened. He spent the first half of the meal gleefully 
describing that new system, practically bouncing in his chair with 
childish delight, going through each part of the technology in, to me, 
numbing detail. I remember thinking: Oh, that’s what it takes. You 
can’t write military bestsellers unless you genuinely feel what you’re 
writing about is the coolest thing on earth. It won’t work unless the 
boyish enthusiasm flows genuinely from your very heart. You can’t 
fake it. 


Sometimes you see someone you really admire, and it arouses a 
fervent desire to be like that. In Mary Catherine Bateson’s book 
Composing a Life, she describes a woman named Joan who was 
studying to be a gym teacher. She liked dancing but never thought of 
herself as a dancer because she was husky, while dancers were petite. 
Then a dance teacher came into her school, as husky and as tall as 
Joan, but light on her feet. “I watched her move around, and I 
thought, well, you’re no bigger than she is, maybe you've got what it 
takes,” Joan recalled. “So I began really taking my dancing seriously, 
and after a while I began to be commended, I mean I was doing 
good. I think it was toward the end of that year when I really latched 
on and I said, Boy! That’s it. That’s what I am. I’m a dancer. I just 
knew it like that. And after that, everything was just sheer bliss that I 
had to do.” 


Sometimes it’s tragedy that shocks us out of false desires and 
helps us see our real ones. In her book, The Power of Meaning, 
Emily Esfahani Smith describes a woman named Christine who grew 
up very close to her mother. One day, when she was a junior at the 
University of Michigan studying engineering and planning on a 
career as an engineer, her mother was hit by a truck as she crossed 
the street and was killed. “She was killed by an idiot. Someone who 
was being irresponsible and stupid,” Christine said. “I just felt so 
hopeless after; nothing made sense. She was gone now. How? And 
I’m torn between this anger and this part of me that wants to let go 
and live my life. Move forward....I hate humans so much. At the same 
time, you have to live your life.” 
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Eventually Christine abandoned engineering and became a 
pastry chef. “After an event like that, you think about your life and 
who you are and what you want to do. Ninety-five percent of the 
decisions I make are now influenced by the fact that she died. So, 
yeah, pastry.” 

Sometimes it’s a problem that burns at your conscience. If you 
work in a normal office doing some sort of organizational job, you’re 
probably not going to be thrust face to face with gigantic social 
problems. But if you get a job as a teacher in a school on an Indian 
reservation, you will see injustice face to face. Your soul will burn 
with a yearning to make things right. Your course in life will be clear. 

I know a man named Fred Wertheimer who has spent his life 
trying to reform the way political campaigns are financed. Fred hates 
the way money corrupts politics, but he loves his problem. Every day 
I get mass emails from him linking to some news story on campaign 
finance reform. I want to unsubscribe from his email list, because it’s 
clogging up my in-box, but I don’t want to hurt his feelings because 
telling him I don’t care that much about his problem would be like 
telling him I don’t care that much about his child. 

“One’s mind has to be a searching mind,” Thomas Bernhard 
writes of the person looking for a calling. “A mind searching for 
mistakes, for the mistakes of humanity, a mind searching for failure.” 

Over time, a commitment to addressing a problem often eclipses 
the love of the activity that led someone to tackle the problem in the 
first place. For example, there comes a time in many careers when 
people face a choice between helping a small number of people a lot 
or helping a large number of people a little. A woman may have gone 
into education because she loved teaching. But then midway through 
her career she is asked if she’d be willing to be a principal or an 
administrator, a position that would take her away from her 
treasured classroom and involve a lot of boring administrative and 
difficult personnel tasks that she doesn’t love. 

Some people turn down this “promotion.” They decide they'd 
rather be line workers than managers, teachers rather than 
principals, writers rather than editors. The thing other people call 
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“impact,” or working “at scale,” is overrated. But in most of the cases 
I’ve been around, people take the promotion. Their new job as a 
principal (or editor, or manager, or what have you) will be a lot less 
fun, but it will be more rewarding. They went into their vocation for 
the immediate aesthetic pleasure of some activity, but over time, they 
realize they are most fulfilled when they are instruments for serving 
an institution that helps address a problem. They have found their 
vocation. 


At that point a feeling of certainty clicks in. When that happens, 
you aren’t asking, “What should I do with my life?” Instead, one day 
you wake up and realize the question has gone away. 


MOMENTS OF OBLIGATION 


The best advice I’ve heard for people in search of a vocation is to say 
yes to everything. Say yes to every opportunity that comes along, 
because you never know what will lead to what. Have a bias toward 
action. Think of yourself as a fish that is hoping to get caught. Go out 
there among the fishhooks. 


Simple questions help you locate your delight. What do I enjoy 
talking about? If it’s motorcycles, maybe your work is mechanics. 
When have I felt most needed? If it was protecting your country as a 
soldier, maybe your vocation is in law enforcement. What pains am I 
willing to tolerate? If you're willing to tolerate the misery of 
rejection, you must have sufficient love of theater to go into acting. 
Or there’s Casey Gerald’s question: What would you do if you weren’t 
afraid? Fear is a pretty good GPS system; it tells you where you true 
desires are, even if they are on the far side of social disapproval. 


I have a friend named Fred Swaniker who was born in Ghana in 
1976, the son of a lawyer and magistrate, and lived in four different 
African countries as a boy. His father died while he was a teenager, 
and his mother opened a school in Botswana, at first with just five 
students. She made her son the headmaster. 


After high school, Swaniker won a scholarship to attend 
Macalester College in Minnesota. Then he got a job at McKinsey and 
a degree at Stanford Business School. Throughout all this, he was 
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haunted by the fact that he had been given these opportunities while 
hundreds of millions of young Africans just like him never would be. 


He thought about returning to Africa and opening a chain of 
healthcare clinics. But at the crucial moment of his life, he came to 
the conclusion that the biggest impediment to progress in Africa was 
the lack of a well-trained leadership class. So he raised some money 
from friends in Silicon Valley and went back to South Africa to 
launch the African Leadership Academy, with the goal of training six 
thousand leaders over a fifty-year period. ALA now takes some of the 
most talented students from across the continent, offers them a free 
education, and sends them to universities abroad so long as they 
promise to return to Africa to lead their lives. 


In 2006, Swaniker was nominated to receive an Echoing Green 
Fellowship, which at that time was given annually to sixteen of the 
most promising social entrepreneurs in the world. During the 
interview process, Swaniker was asked to describe his “moment of 
obligation,” the moment when he realized he had to quit his job and 
pursue this calling. As Swaniker later wrote on Medium, “being 
asked that question helped me to crystallize why I had been put on 
this earth.” 


Swaniker believes that we are defined by these moments of 
obligation, which are “usually caused by a sense of outrage about 
some injustice, wrong-doing or unfairness we see in society.” But he 
goes on to argue that “you should ignore 99% of these moments of 
obligation,” no matter how guilty it makes you feel. The world is full 
of problems, but very few are the problems you are meant to address. 

When you feel the tug of such a moment, Swaniker advises, ask 
three big questions: 

First, Is it big enough? Those who have been fortunate to receive 
a good education, who are healthy, and have had great work 
experiences should not be solving small problems. If you were born 
lucky, you should solve big problems. 


Second, “Am I uniquely positioned...to make this happen?” Look 
back on the experiences you have had. Have they prepared you for 
this specific mission? 
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Third, “Am I truly passionate?” Does the issue generate 
obsessive thinking? Does it keep you up at night? 


If your answer to each question is not a resounding yes, 
Swaniker advises, you should ignore that idea. Swaniker’s life fits his 
own formula. He grew up across Africa, so had a pan-African 
perspective. He was raised by a teacher and had seen his own life 
transformed by a scholarship, so was fit to focus on education. He 
picked an audaciously big problem—educating the cream of students 
from across the continent—something that could occupy a lifetime. 


But Swaniker’s really impressive moment came later in life. He’d 
already launched ALA, the school. He’d launched something called 
the African Leadership Network, an association of about two 
thousand promising young professionals from across the continent. 
But in his thirties, he saw a new big problem: Africa has a university 
shortage. Someone should create an African Leadership University, 
he thought, with the goal of building a network of twenty-five new 
universities across the continent. Each campus would have ten 
thousand students. Over fifty years it would produce three million 
leaders. 

He urged his friends to start building universities. None would. 
But he could not let the idea rest. It was a big problem, it was 
something he cared about passionately, and it was something he was 
uniquely prepared to do. How many people had been a headmaster 
at eighteen and developed a feeder system of five thousand high 
schools and a leadership network of young entrepreneurs across the 
continent? “As I connected the dots, I realized that the last 15 years 
had been preparing me with the expertise, know-how and 
relationships to pull off this much bigger feat. Raising $100 million 
had been the ‘training wheels’ I needed to raise $5 billion.” 

ALU opened its first college in Mauritius and its second in 
Rwanda; its third will open soon in Nigeria. ALU received six 
thousand applications on its first day for 180 slots. It will take 


twenty-five to thirty years to build all of the universities Swaniker 
thinks need to be built. 
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Swaniker’s story is epic, and the institutions he is building are 
on a vaster scale than anything most of us will do. But he is still a 
good example of someone who listened to his life, who plumbed his 
desires, who asked, What problems are around me? What has my life 
given me as preparation? How can the two go together? 


His story illustrates two final features of the vocation decision. 
First, it’s not about creating a career path. It’s asking, What will 
touch my deepest desire? What activity gives me my deepest 
satisfaction? Second, it’s about fit. A vocation decision is not about 
finding the biggest or most glamorous problem in the world. Instead, 
it’s about finding a match between a delicious activity and a social 
need. It’s the same inward journey we've seen before: the plunge 
inward and then the expansion outward. Find that place in the self 
that is driven to connect with others, that spot where, as the novelist 
Frederick Buechner famously put it, your deep gladness meets the 
world’s deep hunger. 
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THIRTEEN 


Mastery 


After William Least Heat-Moon lost his teaching job at the 
University of Missouri, he decided to take time off and travel around 
the United States, taking the small back roads that are marked in 
blue on the Rand McNally maps. Near the town of Hat Creek, 
California, he met an old man who was taking his dog for a walk. 

“A man’s never out of work if he’s worth a damn,” the old man 
reflected. “It’s just sometimes he doesn’t get paid. I’ve gone unpaid 
my share and I’ve pulled my share of pay. But that’s got nothing to 
do with working. A man’s work is doing what he’s supposed to do, 
and that’s why he needs a catastrophe now and again to show him a 
bad turn isn’t the end, because a bad stroke never stops a good man’s 
work.” 


That’s a useful distinction. A job is a way of making a living, but 
work is a particular way of being needed, of fulfilling the 
responsibility that life has placed before you. Martin Luther King, 
Jr., once advised that your work should have length—something you 
get better at over a lifetime. It should have breadth—it should touch 
many other people. And it should have height—it should put you in 
service to some ideal and satisfy the soul’s yearning for 
righteousness. 


We all know people whose real work is hospitality, but they 
practice hospitality over the span of many different kinds of jobs. 
Belden Lane’s work is trying to write down and describe the spiritual 
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transcendence he sometimes experiences in nature. But he can’t just 
tell people at dinner parties he’s a guy who wanders around in the 
woods seeking transcendence. “My own particular cover is that of a 
university professor,” he writes. “It’s a way of looking responsible 
while attending to much more important things.” As a professor, he 
appears to be “engaged in reputable endeavors, locked into 
acceptable categories. I manage to satisfy my employer, meet 
society’s expectations, sign checks.” But his real work is up in the 
mountains, stalking that eternity that is seen in not being seen. 


DIGGING THE DAMN DITCH 


A person who has found his vocation has been released from the 
anxiety of uncertainty, but there is still the difficulty of the work 
itself. All vocational work, no matter how deeply it touches you, 
involves those moments when you are confronted by the laborious 
task. Sometimes, if you are going to be a professional, you just have 
to dig the damn ditch. 


All real work has testing thresholds, moments when the world 
and fate roll stones in your path. All real work requires discipline. “If 
one is courteous but does it without ritual, then one dissipates one’s 
energies,” Confucius wrote. “If one is cautious but does it without 
ritual, one becomes timid; if one is bold but does it without ritual, 
then one becomes reckless; if one is forthright but does it without 
ritual, then one becomes rude.” 


All real work requires a dedication to engage in deliberate 
practice, the willingness to do the boring things over and over again, 
just to master a skill. To teach himself to write, Benjamin Franklin 
took the essays in The Spectator, the leading magazine of his day, 
and translated them into poetry. Then he took his poems and 
translated them back into prose. Then he analyzed how his final 
work was inferior to the original Spectator essays. 

When he was teaching himself to play basketball, Bill Bradley set 
himself a schedule. Three and a half hours of practice every day after 
school and on Sundays. Eight hours on Saturdays. He wore ten- 
pound weights on his ankles to strengthen them. His great weakness 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 153/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


was dribbling, so he taped pieces of cardboard to the bottom of his 
glasses so he could not see the ball as he dribbled it. When his family 
took a trip to Europe by boat, Bradley found two long, narrow 
corridors belowdecks where he could dribble his basketball at a 
sprint, hour upon hour, day after day. 

Deliberate practice slows the automatizing process. As we learn 
a skill, the brain stores the new knowledge in the unconscious layers 
(think of learning to ride a bike). But the brain is satisfied with good 
enough. If you want to achieve the level of mastery, you have to learn 
the skill so deliberately that when the knowledge is stored down 
below, it is perfect. 

Some music academies teach pianists to practice their pieces so 
slowly that if you can recognize the tune you're playing too fast. 
Some golf academies slow down their pupils so it takes ninety 
seconds to finish a single swing (try it sometime). Martha Graham 
covered the mirrors in her dance studies with burlap. If the dancers 
wanted to check out how they were doing, they would have to feel it 
by concentrating on the movement of their own bodies. 

The more creative the activity is, the more structured the work 
routine should probably be. When she was writing, Maya Angelou 
would get up every morning at 5:30 and have coffee. At 6:30 she 
would go off to a hotel room she kept—a modest room with nothing 
in it but a bed, a desk, a Bible, a dictionary, a deck of cards, and a 
bottle of sherry. She would arrive at 7:00 A.M. and write every day 
until 12:30 P.M. 

John Cheever would get up, put on his only suit, and ride the 
elevator in his apartment building down to a storage room in the 
basement. Then he’d take off his suit and sit in his boxers and write 
until noon. Then he would put his suit back on and ride the escalator 
upstairs to lunch. 

Anthony Trollope, an extreme case, would sit down at his 
writing table at 5:30 each morning. A servant would bring a cup of 
coffee at the same time. He would write 250 words every fifteen 
minutes for two and a half hours every day. His daily total was 
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exactly 2,500 words, and if he finished a novel without writing that 
allotment, he would immediately start a new novel to hit the mark. 


H. A. Dorfman is one of the great baseball psychologists. In his 
masterpiece, The Mental ABC’s of Pitching, Dorfman says that this 
kind of structured discipline is necessary if you want to escape the 
tyranny of the scattered mind. “Self-discipline is a form of freedom,” 
he writes. “Freedom from laziness and lethargy, freedom from 
expectations and the demands of others, freedom from weakness and 
fear—and doubt.” 


Dorfman advises pitchers to adopt the same pregame rituals, 
game after game. Walk from the locker room to the same spot on the 
bench, put your water bottle in the exact same spot, stretch in the 
same way. He tells pitchers to structure the geography of their 
workplace. There are two locales in a pitcher’s universe—on the 
mound and off the mound. When a pitcher is on the mound he 
should be thinking about only two things, pitch selection and pitch 
location. If he finds himself thinking about something else, he should 
get off the mound. 

The mind is focused when it is going forward in a straight line, 
he argues. The discipline is to put the task at the center. The pitcher’s 
personality isn’t at the center. His talent and anxiety aren’t at the 
center. The task is at the center. The master has the ability to self- 
distance from what he is doing. He’s able to be cool about the thing 
he feels most passionate about. 

If you do this long enough, you begin to understand your own 
strengths and limitations, and you develop your own individual 
method. A few years into writing, I came to see how bad my memory 
is, and how hard it is to organize my thoughts sequentially. Ideas 
occur to me in some sort of random order, when I’m least expecting 
them. So I took to carrying around little notebooks in my back 
pocket, where I can put my jottings. When I research a piece, I collect 
hundreds of pages of printed documents. If a read a book, I 
photocopy all the important pages. 


It turns out I think geographically. I need to see all my notes and 
pages physically laid out before me if I’m to get a sense of what I 
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have. So I invented a system that works for me. I separate all my 
relevant papers into piles on the carpet of my study or living room. 
Each pile is a paragraph in my column or my book. My newspaper 
column is only 850 words, but it may require fourteen piles on the 
floor. The writing process is not sitting at the keyboard typing. It is 
crawling around on the carpet laying out my piles. Once that’s done, 
I pick up each pile from the floor and bring it to the big table on 
which I write, and I separate the paragraph piles into sentence piles. 
And then after I’ve typed the ideas on my keyboard, I throw out the 
pile and move to the next pile. Writing is really about structure and 
traffic management. If you don’t have the structure right, nothing 
else will happen. For me, crawling about on the floor working on my 
piles are the best moments of my job. 


THE VOCATION MAKES THE PERSON 


Work is the way we make ourselves useful to our fellows. “There may 
be no better way to love your neighbor,” Tim Keller put it, “whether 
you are writing parking tickets or software or books, than to simply 
do your work. But only skillful, competent work will do.” 


Vocation can be a cure for self-centeredness, because to do the 
work well you have to pay attention to the task itself. 


Vocation can be a cure for restlessness. Mastering a vocation is 
more like digging a well. You do the same damn thing day after day, 
and gradually, gradually, you get deeper and better. “In silence, in 
steadiness, in severe abstraction, let him hold by himself,” Emerson 
wrote, “add observation to observation, patient of neglect, patient of 
reproach; and bide his own time, happy enough if he can truly satisfy 
himself alone, that this day he has seen something truly.” 


Emerson underlines one of the key elements of the commitment 
decision. At the beginning it involves a choice—choosing this or that 
vocation. But 99.9 percent of the time it means choosing what one 
has already chosen. Just as all writing is really rewriting, all 
commitment is really recommitment. It’s saying yes to the thing 
you ve already said yes to. 
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Mike Beebe grew up in a tar shack, the son of a teenage single 
mom. He graduated from high school in Arkansas, got a college 
degree from Arkansas State, and a law degree from the University of 
Arkansas. In 1982, he was elected to the state legislature, and in 
2007 he became governor. He became one of the most popular 
governors in state history, and in the nation. In 2010, Republicans 
were beating Democrats all around the nation, but in Arkansas Beebe 
swept all seventy-five counties on his way to reelection. 


What was his secret? One key factor was that he had no national 
ambitions. Arkansas was his home and Arkansas was where he 
would focus all his energy. A Unitarian pastor in New York, Galen 
Guengerich, read about Beebe and drew the proper conclusion. 
Sometimes it’s right to move on and try something new, Guengerich 
observed, 


but we also need to learn the virtue of staying put and 
staying true, of choosing again what we chose before. In 
my view that’s one of the main reasons we come to 
church. 


We're here not so much to make spiritual progress 
each week, though that’s wonderful when it happens. 
Rather, we mostly come for the consistency—for what 
remains the same from week to week: the comfort of the 
liturgy, the solace of the music, the reassuring sight of 
familiar faces, the enduring presence of ancient rites and 
timeless symbols. We’re here to remind ourselves of 
values that unite us and commitments that keep us 
heading in the right direction. We’re here to choose again 
what we chose before. 


If you watch people over the course of long careers, you notice 
that people get better at some mental tasks and worse at others. They 
say the brain peaks early in life, in the twenties. After that, brain cells 
die, memory deteriorates. But the lessons of experience compensate. 
We get much better at recognizing patterns and can make decisions 
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with much less effort. The neuropsychologist Elkhonon Goldberg 
studies the patterns of the brain. Late in his career he wrote this 
about his own abilities: “Something rather intriguing has happened 
in my mind that did not happen in the past. Frequently, when I am 
faced with what would appear from the outside to be a challenging 
problem, the grinding mental computation is somehow 
circumvented, rendered, as if by magic, unnecessary. The solution 
comes effortlessly, seamlessly, seemingly by itself. What I have lost 
with age in my capacity for hard mental work, I seem to have gained 
in my capacity for instantaneous, almost unfairly easy insight.” 


People who have achieved mastery no longer just see the 
individual chess pieces; they see the whole. They perceive the fields 
of forces that are actually driving the match. Musicians talk about 
seeing the entire architecture of a piece of music, not just the notes. 


BECOMING THE BOSS 


Bruce Springsteen’s life neatly traces the path from inexperience to 
mastery, and illustrates what happens to a person when he has given 
himself to his vocation. Springsteen had his annunciation moment 
when he was seven. He was watching The Ed Sullivan Show, and 
suddenly Elvis Presley appeared. It was astounding, as Springsteen 
put it in his memoir, “a new kind of man, of modern human, blurring 
racial lines and gender lines and having...FUN!...FUN!...the real 
kind. The life-blessing, wall-destroying, heart-changing, mind- 
opening bliss of a freer, more liberated existence.” 

Little Bruce Springsteen looked at Elvis and had a visceral sense 
that that’s what he wanted to be. “All relationships begin in 
projection,” James Hollis observes. Springsteen dragged his mother 
to the music store and, with almost no money to spend, rented a 
guitar. He took it home, practiced on it for a few weeks, and 
promptly quit. It was too hard. 

Springsteen came from the sort of house that seems to regularly 
produce childhood misery, a lifetime of analysis, and phenomenal 
success. That is, he had a loving and doting mother and a cold and 
distant father. They were so poor their house was literally falling 
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apart. They had to carry hot water from the kitchen to the bathtub. 
As a child he was nicknamed “Blinky” because he had a nervous tic of 
blinking hundreds of times a minute. He was a shy, awkward 
teenager. 


But then lightning struck again. In 1964, the Beatles appeared 
on The Ed Sullivan Show. Springsteen felt the same call he’d felt 
with Elvis, the same devouring curiosity. He went to the local five- 
and-ten-cent store, made his way to the small record section in the 
back, and found what he later called “the greatest album cover of all 
time.” All it said was Meet the Beatles! and all it showed was four 
half-shadowed faces. “That was exactly what I wanted to do.” 

When we talk about these moments afterward, we tend to 
emphasize the low ambitions in them and get shy when talking about 
the high ones, because we don’t want to sound pretentious. When 
you ask musicians why they went into music, they invariably say that 
they did it to get girls or be loved or make money, but those low 
motivations are often tales they tell because they don’t want to 
appear earnest about their high and powerful idealism—the need to 
express some emotion in themselves, to explore some experience. 

One of the best pieces of advice for young people is, Get to 
yourself quickly. If you know what you want to do, start doing it. 
Don’t delay because you think this job or that degree would be good 
preparation for doing what you eventually want to do. Just start 
doing it. Springsteen, with no plan B options and no distractions, got 
to himself quickly. 

He bought a beat-up old guitar and tried to teach himself to 
play. Five months later, his fingers were callused and hard. He joined 
a band, played a gig at his own high school, was completely terrible, 
and got kicked out of the band. 

That night, he pulled out a Rolling Stones album, heard a Keith 
Richards guitar solo, and stayed up all night trying to copy it. 
Springsteen spent every weekend at YMCA or high school dances. He 
did no dancing. He just stood off to the side studying the lead 
guitarist. Then he’d rush home alone to his room and play everything 
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he’d seen. As Oswald Chambers once noted, “Drudgery is the 
touchstone of character.” 


Springsteen joined more bands, and by the time he was twenty, 
hed played in every conceivable small venue—YMCAs, pizza 
parlors, gas station openings, weddings, bar mitzvahs, firemen’s 
conventions, the Marlboro Psychiatric Hospital. He began, slowly, to 
get good. He knew no one in Asbury Park, New Jersey, but there was 
a bar there with a set of speakers. Musicians could just sign up for a 
half-hour slot, plug in, and play. Springsteen walked into the room, 
where no one knew him, and let loose. As he wrote in his memoir, 
Born to Run, “I watched people sit up, move closer, and begin to pay 
serious attention.” What followed, he recalled, was “thirty scorching 
minutes of guitar Armageddon, then I walked off.” A new gunslinger 
had come to town. 


Springsteen gathered the best musicians he could find—others 
who had also closed off all the other options. They toured Jersey 
relentlessly. They went to Greenwich Village in New York, ninety 
minutes and a world away, and were hit by the hard truth that most 
of the bands there were better than they were. There are (at least) 
two kinds of failure. In the first kind you are good, but other people 
can’t grasp how good you are. Melville’s Moby-Dick sold only 2,300 
copies in its first eighteen months and only 5,500 copies in its first 
fifty years. It was savaged by reviewers. Some artists have to create 
the taste by which they will be judged. In the second kind, you fail 
because you're not as good as you thought you were, and other 
people see it. 

We all want to imagine that our failures are of the first kind, but 
one suspects that something like 95 percent of failures are of the 
second kind. One of the character tests on the road to mastery 
involves recognizing that fact. 

You can be knowledgeable with other men’s knowledge, but you 
can’t be wise with other men’s wisdom. Springsteen’s early struggles 
taught him to pay attention to the parts of the job that are not the fun 
parts, but are the stuff you have to take care of to make the thing 
work. He spent more and more time thinking about how to craft a 
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band. He fired a manager. He fired a drummer who was occasionally 
brilliant but often inconsistent. He thought about management 
structures. The band would not be a democracy. He would run it. 


We like to think that rock stars, of all people, work hard and 
party hard. But the master almost never lives in the same body as the 
swinger. Mastery takes too much discipline and usually involves 
some form of asceticism. Bruce Springsteen worked in bars 
throughout his early career, but he never had a drink. He sang about 
factories all his life, but he never actually set foot in a working 
factory. He sang song after song about cars, but as a young man he 
didn’t know how to drive. Rock and roll is about wildness and 
pleasure, but after his concerts Springsteen has a ritual. He’s in his 
hotel room alone—with fried chicken, french fries, a book, TV, and 
bed. 

Art is, as Springsteen says, a bit of a con job. It’s about 
projecting an image of the rock star, even if you don’t really live it. 

Some people achieve flow socially. They are out with a bunch of 
friends at dinner or at a party, or dancing with a gang, and self- 
consciousness fades away. But many artists have trouble 
disappearing naturally into their lives. They feel separate from others 
and want to be connected somehow. It’s precisely the lack of social 
and emotional flow that can propel creativity. As the poet Christian 
Wiman puts it, “An artist is conscious of always standing apart from 
life, and one of the results of this can be that you begin to feel most 
intensely what you have failed to feel: a certain emotional reserve in 
one’s life becomes a source of great power in one’s work.” 

In 1972, at age twenty-two, Springsteen was finally discovered. 
His first two records were not commercially successful, so the fate of 
his career hung on the third. It turned out to be Born to Run. 
Springsteen was on the cover of both Time and Newsweek in the 
same week, back when that meant something. 


He was suddenly a star. The next obvious step was to take it up a 
notch, to broaden his appeal even more. This, of course, is what the 
record company and everybody around him wanted. It’s the natural 
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progression. If you’re a beginner, you become a star. If you’re a star 
you become a superstar. 


What followed was the crucial moment in Springsteen’s climb to 
mastery. Instead of going outward and national, he went down and 
local. His next album would be a deeper dive into his own people, the 
people on the margins of small towns in central New Jersey. He 
would pare back the music to make it reflect the solitary characters 
he was writing about. There’s a moment in many successful careers 
when the prospect of success tries to drag you away from your 
source, away from the daemon that incited your work in the first 
place. It is an act of raw moral courage to reject the voices all around 
and to choose what you have chosen before. It looks like you are 
throwing away your chance at stardom, but you are actually staying 
in touch with what got you there. 


“Here was where I wanted to make my stand musically and 
search for my own questions and answers,” Springsteen writes. “I 
didn’t want out. I wanted in. I didn’t want to erase, escape, forget or 
reject. I wanted to understand. What were the social forces that held 
my parents’ lives in check? Why was it so hard?” 

Here was the paradox: Springsteen grew up in the height of the 
“Tm Free to Be Myself” era. Rock music was the classic expression of 
that ethos. Springsteen himself sang about escaping and running 
away to total freedom. But personally, he never fell for that false lure. 
He went back deeper into his roots, deeper into his unchosen 
responsibilities, and to this day lives ten minutes from where he grew 
up. 

“I sensed there was a great difference between unfettered 
personal license and real freedom. Many of the groups that had come 
before us, many of my heroes, had mistaken one for the other and 
itd ended in poor form. I felt personal license was to freedom as 
masturbation was to sex. It’s not bad, but it’s not the real deal.” 
Springsteen felt accountable to the people he’d grown up with, few of 
whom had been to college, most of whom were struggling, and so he 
went back and planted himself in that ground. 
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A few decades later, I watched him perform to sixty-five 
thousand screaming young fans in Madrid. Their T-shirts celebrated 
all the local central Jersey places that pop up in Springsteen songs 
and lore—Highway 9, the Stone Pony, Greasy Lake. It turns out he 
didn’t really have to go out and find his fans. If he built a landscape 
about his own particular home, they would come to him. It makes 
you appreciate the tremendous power of the particular. If your 
identity is formed by hard boundaries, if you come from a specific 
place, if you embody a distinct tradition, if your concerns are 
expressed through a specific imaginative landscape, you are going to 
have more depth and definition than you are if you grew up on the 
far-flung networks of eclecticism, surfing from one spot to the next, 
sampling one style then the next, your identity formed by soft 
commitments or none at all. 


One of my students, Jon Endean, once told me about a college 
professor he had at Rice University named Michael Emerson. 
Emerson, who is white, is a sociologist who taught about racial 
justice. To demonstrate the power of identity, he invented a label for 
each student in the class: “Kentucky Guy,” “Fried Pickles Gal,” and 
the like. He called himself “A Common Guy” or just “Common.” He 
walked them through a series of exercises to show how labels shape 
lives. For example, they created black and white online dating 
profiles so they could observe the differences in how people reacted. 
Endean told me that Common was one of the best teachers he ever 
had, and his work, on the role of race, religion, and urban life, is 
prominent in the field. 

Common not only taught about racial justice, every house he 
and his wife, Joni, have ever bought was in a black neighborhood. As 
a result, every one of those houses lost value over the time of his 
residence. Common and Joni also sent their children to nearly all- 
black schools. When they were five or six, they self-identified as 
black. For them racial identity was not a skin tone; it was who all 
their friends were. 

Rice’s sociology department has a fund of money for research 
that it splits up equally among the faculty each year. Common, who 
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already had a tenured chair, gave his money to junior faculty, 
figuring they would need it more in order to get tenure. He 
eventually left his chair at Rice to go to work at North Park 
University in Chicago. He gave up a prestigious job at a prestigious 
school for a job at an obscure school because he thought the students 
at North Park could be served in different ways than the students at 
Rice. 

Endean told me about Common several years ago, but he stays 
in the mind, a vision of a person who has found a total commitment, 
and an example of the way a vocation, when lived out to the fullest, 
connects all things, comes together in one coherent package, 
overshadows the self, and serves some central good. 
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PART III 
Marriage 
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FOURTEEN 


The Maximum Marriage 


Jack Gilbert was born in Pittsburgh in 1925. He failed out of high 
school, worked manual jobs, and bummed around Europe before 
establishing himself as a poet and teacher. Much of his writing was 
about love, and especially his love for his wife, Michiko Nogami, 
twenty-one years his junior. Michiko died of cancer at thirty-six. 
Shortly after her death he wrote a poem called “Married”: 


I came back from the funeral and crawled 
around the apartment, crying hard, 
searching for my wife’s hair. 

For two months got them from the drain, 
from the vacuum cleaner, under the refrigerator, 
and off the clothes in the closet. 

But after other Japanese women came, 
there was no way to be sure which were 
hers, and I stopped. A year later, 
repotting Michiko’s avocado, I find 

a long black hair tangled in the dirt. 


I begin a chapter on marriage with a poem about death because 
marriage defies anecdote and sometimes is felt most powerfully after 
it has gone. A beautiful marriage is not dramatic. It is hard to depict 
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in novel and song because the acts that define it are so small, 
constant, and particular. Marriage is knowing she likes to get to the 
airport early. Marriage is taking the time to make the bed even 
though you know that if you didn’t do it she probably would. At the 
grand level, marriage means offering love, respect, and safety, but 
day to day, there are never-ending small gestures of tact and 
consideration, in which you show you understand her moods, you 
cherish his presence, that this other person is the center of your 
world. At the end of the day there is the brutal grinding effort of 
surrendering the ego to the altar of marriage, giving up part of 
yourself, the desires you have, for the larger union. 


Marriage is the ups and downs. There are private jokes, retelling 
the stories about the sacred places where love was born, hearing his 
familiar anecdotes at dinner parties, and, inevitably, endless 
planning. 

That passage from Corinthians that everybody reads at 
weddings really does define marital love: “Love is patient, love is 
kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not 
dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it 
keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices 
with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always 
perseveres.” 

Who you marry is the most important decision you will ever 
make. Marriage colors your life and everything in it. George 
Washington had a rather interesting life, but still concluded, “I have 
always considered marriage as the most interesting event of one’s 
life, the foundation of happiness or misery.” 

I have a friend who married a beautiful and talented woman 
about his own age. Seven years later, after a season of infertility 
troubles, they had a child, but something went wrong in the delivery 
room. His wife had an amniotic fluid embolism and lost an immense 
amount of blood. At the height of the crisis, the doctors told him she 
might well die—50 to 80 percent of mothers with the condition do. If 
she lived, it was extremely likely that she would have severe and 
permanent brain damage. My friend sat there in the waiting room 
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coming to terms with the fact that the rest of his life might be spent 
caring for a woman who no longer recognized him. “That’s when you 
realize what you've committed to with your marriage vows,” he said a 
few years after the event, sitting beside her, and their daughter, after 
their full and miraculous recoveries. 


Marriage comes as a revolution. To have lived as a one and then 
suddenly become a two—that is an invasion. And yet there is a prize. 
People in long, happy marriages have won the lottery of life. They are 
the happy ones, the blessed ones. And that is the dream of marital 
union that lures us on. “What greater thing is there for two human 
souls,” George Eliot wrote in Adam Bede, “than to feel that they are 
joined for life—to strengthen each other in all labor, to rest on each 
other in all sorrow, to minister to each other in all pain, to be one 
with each other in silent unspeakable memories at the moment of 
last parting?” 

Passion peaks among the young, but marriage is the thing that 
peaks in old age. What really defines the happy marriage is the 
completeness of a couple who have been together for decades. 
Gabriel Garcia Marquez captured it when describing an old couple in 
Love in the Time of Cholera: 


In the end they knew each other so well that by the time 
they had been married for thirty years they were like a 
single divided being, and they felt uncomfortable at the 
frequency with which they guessed each other’s 
thoughts....It was the time when they loved each other 
best, without hurry or excess, when both were most 
conscious of and grateful for their incredible victories 
over adversity. Life would still present them with other 
mortal trials, of course, but that no longer mattered: they 
were on the other shore. 


We've all met couples like that, who have come to look alike, 
smile alike. I know a couple, Jim and Deb Fallows, who are famous 
in our circle for having the happiest marriage. They radiate a single 
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intelligence and a sincere goodness. Another writer had lunch with 
them one day, saw what a joyous marriage looked like, and 
immediately decided to propose to his girlfriend. 

In their book The Good Marriage, Judith Wallerstein and 
Sandra Blakeslee estimate that in about 15 percent of marriages the 
passion never wanes. The women in these marriages, they write, 
tended to come from families where the father was the more 
nurturing parent and the mother somewhat cold. The women 
transferred their idealization of their father onto their husband. The 
men in these marriages often had lonely childhoods and had suffered 
losses. “These men came to adulthood with intense, long-postponed 
needs for love and closeness.” 


One of the couples they studied was Matt and Sara Turner. “It’s 
always felt magical, and it continues to feel that way, thirty-two years 
later,” Sara said. “We both felt the magic within the first hour we 
met. We talked about it then, and we still talk about it.” 


Another was Fred and Marie Fellini. “I was trying to think of the 
worst fight we ever had,” Fred said, “and I can’t remember it. But we 
really did fight. I just can’t remember what we fought about. One of 
us would flare up at the other and get over it. None of that is 
important now.” 


This is what the maximal marriage looks like. Marriage is a 
decades-long commitment. It is two people who have become one 
flesh. 


THE ASSAULT OF MAXIMUM MARRIAGE 


When you look at the contemporary writing on marriage, you see a 
general effort to scale it back and shrink it down to manageable (and 
supposedly more realistic) size. Passion is temporary, the current 
thinking runs, so don’t trust it. A soul mate is an illusion; don’t think 
youre going to find the One True Love. Alain de Botton wrote a 
popular and eloquent essay for The New York Times called “Why 
You Will Marry the Wrong Person” in which he downplayed the idea 
that we should find the person who takes us on a magic carpet ride. 
“We need to swap the Romantic view for a tragic (and at points 
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comedic) awareness that every human will frustrate, anger, annoy, 
madden and disappoint us....There can be no end to our sense of 
emptiness and incompleteness.” 


Many modern books pick up the realist/anti-romantic theme. 
Laura Kipnis wrote Against Love: A Polemic. In 2013, Pascal 
Bruckner wrote the provocative Has Marriage for Love Failed? In 
2008, Lori Gottlieb wrote a much-discussed piece in The Atlantic 
that became a book called “Marry Him!: The Case for Settling for Mr. 
Good Enough.” Don’t worry about passion and deep connection, she 
advised. “Based on my observations, in fact, settling will probably 
make you happier in the long run, since many of those who marry 
with great expectations become more disillusioned with each passing 
year.” 

The assault on maximal marriage comes from three directions. 
First, in a culture where divorce is common, and the effects often 
severe, many people adopt a safety-first attitude. Don’t put your eggs 
in the marriage basket. Don’t reach for the stars; just build 
something sensible that won’t fall apart. Many people who have been 
hurt by divorce prioritize self-protection over complete vulnerability. 

Second, many people find themselves in marriages that aren’t 
that great, and they embrace a definition of marriage that allows 
them to make do. They are, in Wallerstein and Blakeslee’s words, 
“companionate marriages.” The couple gets along. They parent 
together. But the passion has faded. They may or may not have sex, 
and if they do, it is rare. Work and parenting become the most 
important part of the spouses’ lives, and the marriage comes in third, 
or fourth, or fifth. An academic friend of mine observed over lunch 
recently, “I don’t really know of many happy marriages. I know a lot 
of marriages where parents love their kids.” In such a marriage, you 
learn to live in an arrangement that really doesn’t occupy your 
interest or your energies. 


Some people prefer this low-drama kind of marriage. 
Wallerstein and Blakeslee quote one woman who reported, “I think 
what was so refreshing was that the relationship didn’t have to suck 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 170/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


up all my energy in life—which all my previous relationships did. I 
had more free time with friends, and more fun.” 


Third, the culture of individualism undermines the maximal 
definition of marriage. We live in the culture, Northwestern 
sociologist Eli Finkel observes, in which the needs of the self take 
priority over all other needs. The purpose of life is to self-actualize, to 
express your own autonomy and individuality, to climb Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs. As Finkel writes, “Expressive individualism is 
characterized by a strong belief in individual specialness; voyages of 
self-discovery are viewed as ennobling.” In an individualistic culture, 
marriage is not fusion; it is alliance. The psychologist Otto Rank 
redefined relationship as a social connection in which “one 
individual is helping the other to develop and grow, without 
infringing too much on the other’s personality.” 

Since around 1965, Finkel writes, “we have been living in the era 
of the self-expressive marriage. Americans now look to marriage 
increasingly for self-discovery, self-esteem, and personal growth.” A 
spouse becomes, in the famed psychologist Carl Rogers’s words, “my 
companion in our separate but intertwined pathways of growth.” 

If the maximum definition of marriage is to be flesh of my flesh, 
then the individualist definition of love is autonomy but support. If a 
covenantal view of marriage is putting the needs of the relationship 
above the needs of each individual, then the individualist view of 
marriage puts the needs of the individual above the relationship. 

When she was young, Polina Aronson moved from Russia to the 
United States and found she had entered a romantic regime based on 
individual choice. She read the American magazines and found they 
celebrated “the savvy, sovereign chooser who is well aware of his 
needs and acts on the basis of self-interest.” Perhaps the greatest 
problem with this regime of choice, she continues, “stems from its 
misconception of maturity as absolute self-sufficiency. Attachment is 
infantilized. The desire for recognition is rendered as ‘neediness.’ 
Intimacy must never challenge ‘personal boundaries.’ ” 

People overwhelmingly still want to get married. But sociologists 
observe that marriage is more commonly seen as a capstone, not a 
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keystone. It used to be that people got married and the marriage 
formed them into the sort of self-disciplined, ordered person who 
was capable of building a good career. Now more people seek to 
establish themselves first, then get married. The social script has 
flipped. 


IN PRAISE OF MAXIMAL MARRIAGE 


One problem with the individualistic view, as always, is that it traps 
people in the small prison of the self. If you go into marriage seeking 
self-actualization, you will always feel frustrated because marriage, 
and especially parenting, will constantly be dragging you away from 
the goals of self. 


Another problem with the individualistic view is that it doesn’t 
give us a script to fulfill the deepest yearnings. The heart yearns to 
fuse with others. This can be done only through an act of joint 
surrender, not through joint autonomy. The soul desires to chase 
some ideal, to pursue joy. This can happen only by transcending the 
self in order to serve the marriage. 


In the committed life, a maximal marriage is viewed the way the 
scholar of myth Joseph Campbell viewed it, as a heroic quest in 
which the ego is sacrificed for the sake of a relationship. In the ethos 
of commitment, marriage is a moral microcosm of life, in which each 
person freely chooses to take on responsibility for others, and 
become dependent on others in order to do something larger. In this 
understanding of marriage, people don’t become lovely by loving 
themselves; they become lovely by loving others, by making vows to 
others, by taking on the load of others and fulfilling those vows and 
carrying that load. All the dignity and gravity of life is in this 
surrender. 


The maximal marriage is something you hurl yourself into, 
burning the boats behind you. “We must return to an attitude of total 
abandonment,” Mike Mason writes in The Mystery of Marriage, “of 
throwing all our natural caution and defensiveness to the winds and 
putting ourselves entirely in the hands of love by an act of will. 
Instead of falling into love, we may now have to march into it.” 
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People talk about “settling down.” But, in fact, marriage is a 
hopeful revolution two people undertake together, without any real 
idea of what’s on the other side. It involves a set of far-reaching 
personal reforms, so that you might become the sort of person with 
whom it is possible to live. It is a dangerous thing not to be aware of 
the crisis-like nature of marriage, Mason continues. “Whether it 
turns out to be a healthy, challenging, and constructive crisis or a 
disastrous nightmare, depends largely upon how willing the partners 
are to be changed.” 


MARRIAGE IS THE ULTIMATE MORAL EDUCATION 


Marriage is, as Lord Shaftesbury once put it, like a gem tumbler. It 
throws two people together and bumps them up against each other 
day after day so they are constantly chipping away at one another, in 
a series of “amicable collisions,” until they are bright. It creates all 
the situations in which you are more or less compelled to be a less 
selfish person than you were before. 

In The Meaning of Marriage, Tim and Kathy Keller describe 
how the process of improvement and elevation happens. First, you 
marry a person who seems completely wonderful and mostly perfect. 
Then, after a little while—maybe a month or two, maybe a year or 
two—you realize that the person you thought was so wonderful is 
actually imperfect, selfish, and flawed in many ways. As you are 
discovering this about your spouse, your spouse is making the exact 
same discovery about you. 

The natural tendency in this situation is to acknowledge that of 
course you are a little selfish and flawed, but in fact it is your 
spouse’s selfishness that is the main problem here. Both spouses will 
also come to this conclusion at about the same time. 


Then comes a fork in the road. Some couples will decide that 
they don’t want all the stress and conflict that will come from 
addressing the truths they have discovered about each other and 
themselves. They'll make a truce, the Kellers says. Some subjects will 
not be talked about. You agree to not mention some of your spouse’s 
shortcomings so long as she agrees not to mention some of yours. 
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The result is a truce-marriage, which is static, at least over the short 
term, but which gradually deteriorates over the long one. 


“The alternative to this truce-marriage is to determine to see 
your own selfishness as a fundamental problem and to treat it more 
seriously than you do your spouse’s. Why? Only you have complete 
access to your own selfishness, and only you have complete 
responsibility for it,” the Kellers write. “If two spouses each say, ‘Tm 
going to treat my self-centeredness as the main problem in the 
marriage,’ you have the prospect of a truly great marriage.” 


Before you are married, as Alain de Botton notes, you can live 
under the illusion that you are easy to live with. But to be married is 
to volunteer for the most thorough surveillance program known to 
humankind. The person who is married is watched, more or less all 
the time. Worse, the awareness that you are being watched compels 
you to watch yourself. This new self-consciousness introduces you to 
yourself, to all the stupid things you do, from leaving the cupboards 
open, to the way you are silent and grumpy in the morning, to the 
way you avoid any difficult conversation or play passive-aggressive 
when you are feeling hurt, as if life were some elaborate game of 
victimhood in which if you can make your spouse feel guilty for 
hurting you you will get a slice of cherry cake at the end. 

Marriage involves fighting and recovery, small and large acts of 
betrayal, and apology. “And there’s the great problem of marriage,” 
the Kellers write. “The one person in the whole world who holds your 
heart in your hand, whose approval and affirmation you most long 
for and need, is the one who is hurt more deeply by your sins than 
anyone else on the planet.” 


Things get even harder when your spouse, who loves you so 
much, wants to help you become a better person. Your spouse wants 
to give you service. But we don’t want to receive service! We want to 
be independent and take care of our own lives. Back when we were 
single nobody gave us gifts, at least not the kind that required a 
humiliating acknowledgment of our dependence on another person. 
But in marriage the big humiliation is that you need help from 
somebody else. 
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Receiving and giving gifts is the daily business of marriage. For 
the marriage to work, you've got to know your spouse well enough to 
love her in the way that will bring out her loveliness. A successful 
marriage demands and draws out types of love that were not even 
conceived of by people before marriage. “We can break through 
marriage into marriage,” the poet Jack Gilbert writes. “We find out 
the heart only by dismantling what the heart knows.” 


Great marriages are measured by how much the spouses are 
able to take joy in each other’s victories. They are also measured by 
how gently they correct each other’s vices. “I should never like 
scolding anyone else so well; and that is a point to be thought of in a 
husband,” George Eliot wrote. There’s this constant internal struggle 
when you're having a fight, a friend of mine observes. The ego wants 
you to say the mean thing that will take the fight up a notch. The 
heart wants you to say, “I love you, honey.” The ego responds, “Screw 
It. Pm angry. Say it!” You have to decide. 


And that is why marriage works best when it is maximal. It 
demands nearly everything and gives nearly everything. Kierkegaard 
wrote about fighting under the victorious banner of love. “I secretly 
wear on my breast the ribbon of my order, love’s necklace of roses. 
Believe me, its roses do not wither. Even if they change with the 
years, they still do not fade; even if the rose is not as red, it is because 
it has become a white rose—it did not fade....What I am through her 
she is through me, and neither of us is anything by oneself, but we 
are what we are in union.” 


Marriage is the sort of thing where it’s safer to go all in, and it’s 
dangerous to go in half-hearted. At the far end, when done well, you 
see people enjoying the deepest steady joy you can find on this earth. 
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FIFTEEN 


The Stages of Intimacy | 


THE GLANCE 


How do two strangers get to the point where they want to marry? 
Well, they follow the stages of intimacy. It’s never the same in any 
two cases, but we can observe some general patterns. In the next few 
chapters TIl be describing how couples go through the various stages 
of intimacy. I want to do it not only to explain how marriage 
happens, but to show how intimacy develops across realms. 


It starts with a glance. You take a little look at a person—like any 
of the million little glances you take each day—but, this time, 
unexpectedly, a spark is struck, a flame is lit, an interest is aroused. 
Some kindling that was already somewhere inside you gets lit in a 
surprising way. The person you're looking at seems thrillingly new, 
but also feels familiar. Love begins with seeing. Love is a quality of 
attention. In some cases, maybe when the glimpser is a little older, 
there’s also a premonition in that glance that is a mixture of “Behold! 
My joy appears!” and “Uh-oh. Here comes trouble.” 

Most of the times, that first look leads to nothing. But 
sometimes it leads to a great deal. We all know couples who met at a 
bar or a party. One person heard a laugh across the room. One 
person pulls the other in with the three-second look, that most 
powerful of all social gestures. You lock a stranger’s eyes, and then 
you hold them, by simply staring, for three seconds. Then there’s a 
smile. Some little flicker of mutual recognition is sent and received. 
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You never know when the heart will open. Two decades ago, 
there was a concert pianist living in Houston who was about to move 
to be with her fiancé in San Francisco. Just before she was scheduled 
to leave, she thought she would get her hair done. She went to a 
salon she’d never been to before called Etudes de Paris, walked in the 
door, and saw a man cutting someone else’s hair. A certainty formed 
within her. 


She went back into the dressing room, draped her gown around 
her, and called her mother. “I’ve just seen the man I’m actually going 
to marry,” she said. She went out, got her shampoo, and was 
eventually sitting before the man she’d noticed, whose name, it 
turned out, was David—pronounced in the French way, Daveed. 
They chatted about this and that, and eventually David asked her 
story. She mentioned she was a pianist, about to move out to join her 
fiancé in San Francisco. “But,” the woman added, “I won’t go if youll 
marry me.” 


There was a pause. 

David looked down at his scissors, and, as he later recalled, “I 
never felt more free in my entire life.” He responded: “It’s a deal.” 

They got engaged at that moment and then got to know each 
other and eventually wed. 


“It is always astonishing how love can strike,” John O’Donohue 
writes in his book Beauty. “No context is love-proof, no convention 
or commitment impervious. Even a lifestyle which is perfectly 
insulated, where the personality is controlled, all the days ordered 
and all actions in sequence, can to its own dismay find that an 
unexpected spark has landed; it begins to smoulder until it is finally 
unquenchable. The force of Eros always brings disturbance; in the 
concealed terrain of the human heart Eros remains a light sleeper.” 

I don’t know about you, but for me the pregnant glance never 
comes with the first look. It’s usually something like the millionth 
look. For some reason, I have to know someone well in nonromantic 
circumstances before any meaningful spark can happen. I met a girl 
in eighth grade and we hung out casually as part of the same circle 
for the next five years. Then one evening, just before high school 
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graduation, a bunch of us were sitting around a campfire. She and I 
exchanged a new kind of glance, her hand slipped into mine, a little 
fire was lit. Within three months it turned into the raging firestorm 
of full-blown adolescent love. 


Love starts as a focusing of attention. The opposite of love is not 
hate; it’s indifference. 


CURIOSITY 


The second stage of intimacy is curiosity, the desire to know. Your 
energy is up. Your mind is moving toward something. You hope this 
person is as great as she seems to be. 


Think of the facets of curiosity: They are all comparable to the 
stages of early intimacy and early love. There is joyous exploration, 
the desire to learn more about the person. There is absorption, 
seeing only this person and not anyone else in the room. There is 
stretching, the willingness to be in new situations if you get the 
chance to be with him. There is what some psychologists call 
deprivation sensitivity, the feeling of emptiness when you are not 
with the person. 

There is what the experts call intrusive thinking: She’s on your 
mind all the time. When you look at a crowd in a train station, you 
think you see her in the throng, when it’s really someone who looks 
only vaguely like her. You have imaginary conversations with her as 
you run—bold conversations, the way the thoughts you have while 
exercising are always bold. 


If you're in school, you study together. You may not even talk 
that much. You just want the other person around. As C. S. Lewis 
notes, at this stage you may not even be sexually attracted to each 
other, you're just overwhelmed by this curiosity: “A man in this state 
really hasn’t leisure to think of sex. He is too busy thinking of a 
person. The fact that she is a woman is far less important than the 
fact that she is herself. He is full of desire, but the desire may not be 
sexually toned. If you asked him what he wanted, the true reply 
would often be, “To go on thinking of her.’ ” 
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DIALOGUE 


You talk. Dialogue is the third state of intimacy. It is the dance of 
mutual unveiling. When couples get together for dinner or a date, 
they are on their best behavior, hoping that something comes of this. 
As they talk, their breathing begins to synchronize, the words come 
out at a similar speed. They are unconsciously taking in each other’s 
pheromones. (Smell is a surprisingly powerful way of knowing.) 
Before long they are smiling. People are unconsciously good at 
discerning sincere smiles from fake, I’m-just-being-polite smiles. The 
so-called Duchenne-Smile involves the lift of an eyebrow muscle that 
we can’t control consciously. So when a person gives you a D-Smile it 
feels like heaven. Then they are laughing together. We think of 
laughter as the way we respond to jokes, but only about 15 percent of 
the comments that trigger laughter are funny in any way. Instead, 
laughter is a language that people use to bond. It is what bubbles up 
when some social incongruity has been resolved or when people find 
themselves reacting in the same way to some emotionally positive 
circumstance. Laughter is the reward for shared understanding. 

At the early stages of dialogue, couples are looking for similarity. 
When intimacy is happening, couples find commonalities that feel 
like destiny. You don’t like foie gras? Neither do I! It’s a miracle! You 
find those six-dollar cupcakes ridiculous? So do I! We’re soul mates! 
Their constant delicious refrain is, You, too? I thought I was the only 
one! We Are the Same! WATS! 


One key ground for similarity is in your senses of humor; you 
better laugh at the same things. As time goes by, the dialogue goes 
deeper. The couple starts flirting, little inside jokes and sly sideways 
glances. Then, people start sharing their life goals. They begin subtly 
feeling out the other person’s conception of marriage and how they 
feel about kids. People begin looking for vulnerability, the process of 
the slow, step-by-step unveiling. This is part of the inevitable effort 
to get to know the person’s fragile places. But it’s also the phase of 
moral testing. You want to know, If I unveil, will you protect? If I 
proceed cautiously, will you understand me and match my pace? If I 
pause, will you respect my pause and wait for me? If I reveal the 
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scariest of my dark monsters, will you hold me? Will you reveal 
yours? Politeness is at the core of morality. 


We've all been in restaurants where just one table over, an 
atrocious date is under way. Most of the time the woman is making 
conversational volleys to establish intimacy and similarity, but the 
guy is intent on establishing dominance. He’s barreling forth with all 
his supposed knowledge, with the stories he tells in which he’s his 
own hero. Her eyes glaze over, but his torrent never stops. You want 
to take your fork and stab it in the guy’s neck and cry out, “For the 
love of God! Ask her a question!” 


The biggest problem in the dialogue phase is fear. Intimacy 
happens when somebody shares something emotionally meaningful, 
and the other person receives it and shares back. One obvious fear is 
that you'll expose your tender flesh and the other person will trample 
it and then leave. Another obvious fear is that you'll discover that the 
other person seeks a future you cannot provide. The deeper and 
more potent fear is that in exposing yourself to others you will 
actually understand yourself. 


“Those of us who wish to pride ourselves on autonomy, on the 
self-made life, on freedom of choice, are often humbled by the 
recognition that archaic patterns are playing through us. Who is in 
charge of our lives if we are not?” James Hollis writes. Down in the 
unconscious layer of our minds, there are complexes and wounds 
that lead us to act in the same self-destructive ways again and again. 
Your personality is the hidden history of the places where love 
entered your life or was withdrawn from your life. It is shaped by the 
ways your parents loved you, the ways they did not love you. All of us 
have certain attachment patterns lodged deep in our minds. Some 
people provoke a crisis because they are scared of intimacy. Some 
withdraw at exactly the moment things are getting close. 

Most of the time the dance of mutual unveiling stops at a certain 
shallow level. Some people feel a tendency to skate through a 
hundred relationships that don’t involve intimacy. They haven’t yet 
come to themselves and don’t want to. They are estranged from their 
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inner lives. “My friends tell me I have an intimacy problem, but they 
don’t really know me,” Garry Shandling used to joke. 


About a fifth of adults in Western cultures are afraid of intimacy, 
afraid of commitment. They expect abandonment to happen and take 
actions to ensure that what is familiar will indeed come to pass. You 
can spot the people who fear intimacy because they suddenly 
disappear for a time, just when you thought you were getting close. 
They dislike the words “boyfriend” or “girlfriend” or any other term 
that suggests an official relationship. They tend to hide behind a wall 
of questions; they turn conversations to you in order to avoid 
exposing anything about themselves. They tend to express strong 
opinions or lewd jokes as a tactic for driving people away. They are 
always positive, always the cheerful one that others turn to, but never 
vulnerable themselves. 

But every once in a while, to everyone’s great surprise, the 
dialogue continues, deeper and deeper. You keep expecting it to stop 
where all the other conversations used to stop, but no, she’s still with 
you, he’s still with you. The gates keep opening, so you keep walking 
through. The only cure for fear is direct action. You push open the 
next gate. 


PUSHING OPEN THE GATES 


A dialogue between two people takes the form of a tennis rally. One 
partner takes a deep breath and provides a small display of, This is 
what I like. She shares her favorite movies. He volleys back with his 
own. She shares the playlists on her phone, and he volleys back with 
his own. He sends some favorite video late at night, and she sends 
one back. 

Then comes, These are the important moments of my life: the 
stories, ever deepening, from childhood to adulthood, and gradually, 
bravely, past relationships and losses. 

Phase by phase, the risks become bigger and bolder. Love is 
possible only if two people eventually reveal the center of their 
existences. If the love is to bloom, they have to get to, This is how I’m 
crazy. As Alain de Botton notes, we are all crazy in some way. The 
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crucial question at the depth of any relationship is not Is he crazy? It 
is What are the ways you are crazy? What parts of your life have been 
blocked by fear? How exactly do you self-destruct? In what ways 
have you not been loved? 


My wife and I really got to know each other over email. The 
steps of self-disclosure were so gradual, the progress would have 
been like watching a lake evaporate to any outsider. But each 
successive email was carefully considered to not push things too far. 
Pd hit SEND and wait with a dread that I had crossed some forbidden 
line. I once sent her an email about some completely innocent topic, 
some minor step forward of mutual knowing, and then got on a 
cross-country flight with no Wi-Fi service. I spent the entire flight in 
an anxiety of uncertainty, wondering if the tone had been too 
familiar. I can still remember the great relief I felt upon landing and 
finding that my volley had been returned. In any courtship, you show 
your trustworthiness by the safe steadiness of your advance. 


And with the sensitivity of your ear. People are judged as much 
by their listening as by what they say, because when you think you 
are passively listening to others, you are actually teaching them 
about yourself. 


“Good people will mirror goodness in us, which is why we love 
them so much,” Richard Rohr writes. “Not-so-mature people will 
mirror their own unlived and confused life onto us.” Thus, a meeting 
of the minds is not always gentle. When the poet Ted Hughes first 
met Sylvia Plath, he made a bold advance to kiss her on the neck. She 
reached up and bit his cheek so hard that she broke through his skin. 
She was saying, I understand you. I am your match. 

When you choose to marry someone, you had better choose 
someone you'll enjoy talking with for the rest of your life. It doesn’t 
work unless two people can fall into a state of fluid conversational 
flow. The phone calls can last hours. They can spend a fourteen-hour 
day together and the words don’t stop. Everything can eventually be 
said, and every topic can be discussed. This is what Martin Buber 
called “pure relation,” when I—It becomes I—Thou. This is what it 
feels like to be known. 
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SIXTEEN 


The Stages of Intimacy Il 


George Washington was not an outwardly romantic man, but in 1795 
he wrote a letter to his step-granddaughter, observing, “In the 
composition of the human frame there is a good deal of inflammable 
matter, however dormant it may lie for a time, and...when the torch 
is put to it, that which is within you must burst into a blaze.” 

This is combustion. It’s like when you refract light onto a tissue 
through a magnifying glass. The tissue gets warmer and warmer. It 
begins to brown, and then suddenly it bursts into flame. It’s in an 
altered state. 

And in that state there is a kiss. Embedded within that kiss is the 
first promise, I will protect. The next stage of intimacy has begun: 
combustion. We are not at full-bore love yet. We are at the sunniest 
and most carefree stage of intimacy, the bright springtime when 
delight is at its peak without any of the urgent stakes that will come 
later. 

Now they are doing activities together, biking, hiking, maybe a 
game of basketball. People go to movies on dates because arousal is 
sloppy and contagious. If the heart starts palpitating during an action 
movie or the romance of Moulin Rouge, the energy gets transferred 
onto your date as you walk out of the theater. You go kayaking 
together and inexplicably you feel closer. 

At this stage, the couple begins a lifetime of debriefing. After a 
party or a movie or a dinner, they retreat to a bar or a coffee shop 
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and compare their reactions to what they have just experienced. They 
meet each other’s thoughts simply and guilelessly, the way a child 
meets reality. One makes an observation, and the other agrees and 
builds on it. There’s a sense of sheer relief in being able to talk so 
freely without fear of being misunderstood. J. B Priestley once 
observed that there is probably no talk quite so delightful as the talk 
between two people who are not yet in love, but who might fall in 
love, and are aware that each has hidden reserves waiting to be 
explored. 


People are on their best behavior in this phase. Partners at this 
phase are looking to see how the other nurtures, how the other might 
parent. In Rousseau’s Emile, the hero, Emile, is enchanted by a 
young woman, Sophie. At first, they don’t speak but just eye each 
other across a family dinner table. Their courtship, Allan Bloom 
writes, “is divided into a series of stages in which the ever-eager 
Emile passes between the ecstasy of apparent acceptance by Sophie 
and the agony of an apparent rejection.” 


Emile and a friend visit Sophie and her family at their home 
from time to time. One evening they are invited and expected, but do 
not arrive. At first, Sophie is desolate. Why has Emile not arrived? 
Perhaps he is dead. The next morning, Emile and his friend arrive. 
Her anguish turns into rage. There’s nothing wrong with him. He 
stood her up. “She would rather not be loved than be loved 
moderately. She has that noble pride based on merit which is 
conscious of itself, esteems itself, and wants to be honored as it 
honors itself.” 


The young men then tell her what happened. On the way to the 
visit, they came upon a peasant who had fallen off his horse and 
broken his leg. Rather than leave him there on the ground, they had 
carried him back to his home. Sophie’s aspect changes. She wants to 
visit the family to see what she can do for them. When they arrive at 
the shabby home, she flies into action. “One would say that she 
guesses everything which hurts them. This extremely delicate girl is 
rebuffed neither by the dirtiness nor the bad smell and knows how to 
make both disappear without ordering anyone about and without the 
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sick being tormented.” She turns the man over and changes his 
clothes and bandages without scruple. “Wife and husband together 
bless the lovable girl who serves them, who pities them, who consoles 
them.” 


Combustion is also the phase of peak idealization. In his great 
book On Love, Stendhal once described a salt mine near Salzburg, 
Austria. The miners would stick small, leafless branches down into 
the salt mines and leave them there for a time. When they would 
retrieve them, the branches would be covered with a shining layer of 
diamond-like crystals that shimmered in the light. Stendhal said that 
enchanted lovers crystallize each other in this way, their adoring eyes 
scattering diamonds on every virtue of the beloved. 


The more they idealize each other at this phase, the more lasting 
their marriage is likely to be in the decades to come. Love relies a bit 
on generous idealizations. Judith Wallerstein, the marriage 
counselor, observes, “Many of the divorced couples I’ve seen appear 
to have never idealized each other. I’ve learned to ask myself about a 
divorcing couple (obviously I can’t ask it directly), was there ever a 
marriage here? Was there ever love, joy, hope, or idealization in this 
relationship? Often, I’m hard put to find it. Divorce does not always 
represent an erosion of love or high expectations; in many cases the 
expectations weren't high enough. Idealization of the other is part of 
every happy marriage.” 


The combustion eventually reorients everything. 


“There is a lovely disarray that comes with attraction,” John 
O’Donohue writes. 


When you find yourself deeply attracted to someone, you 
gradually begin to lose your grip on the frames that order 
your life. Indeed, much of your life becomes blurred as 
that countenance comes into clearer focus. A relentless 
magnet draws all your thoughts toward it. Wherever you 
are, you find yourself thinking about the one who has 
become the horizon of your longing. When you are 
together, time becomes unmercifully swift. It always ends 
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too soon. No sooner have you parted than you are already 
imagining your next meeting, counting the hours. The 
magnetic draw of that presence renders you delightfully 
helpless. A stranger you never knew until recently has 
invaded your mind; every fibre of your being longs to be 
closer. 


Combustion is the phase when you finally see the other person 
at full depth. Not the way others see, but the way only you can see. 
He is just sitting at the table, paying the family bills, and you pause 
with your loving eyes and you see him tenderly, with all his 
goodness. She is just coming into the living room, home from work, 
her hair a little frazzled, juggling a dozen bags and things, and she 
looks up in the doorway, outlined by the light behind her, her mouth 
half open expectantly, and you just think—I saw you. I saw all the 
way through. 


THE LEAP 

At some point in any serious journey toward intimacy, somebody has 
to take the leap. The act of faith was beautifully captured by W. H. 
Auden: 


The sense of danger must not disappear: 
The way is certainly both short and steep, 
However gradual it looks from here; 
Look if you like, but you will have to leap. 


A solitude ten thousand fathoms deep 
Sustains the bed on which we lie, my dear: 
Although I love you, you will have to leap; 
Our dream of safety has to disappear. 
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Eventually you take a look at the other person in front of you, 
you consider the possibility of being without that person, and you 
take a leap. You declare your love. You have the relationship-defining 
talk. You two are now in the deep water. 


Lots of big and small decisions that were once “I” decisions 
become “we” decisions—even the smallish ones—what movie to see, 
how to spend your weekends. Independence is replaced by 
dependence. 


You are also adopting a role—boyfriend, girlfriend, partner, 
whatever you want to call it—that comes with responsibilities. The 
chief responsibility is to care for the other above yourself. This layer 
of intimacy is not about warm feelings; it’s about unselfish actions. 
When the American writer Sheldon Vanauken fell in love with Davy, 
the woman who would become his wife, they adopted a mutual code 
of courtesy. “Courtesy” is a word that has lost its meaning, especially 
as the daily currency of love, but for the Vanaukens it meant that 
whatever one person asked of the other, the other would do. “Thus 
one might wake the other in the night and ask for a cup of water; and 
the other would peacefully (and sleepily) fetch it. We, in fact, defined 
courtesy as ‘a cup of water in the night.’ And we considered it a very 
great courtesy to ask for the cup as well as to fetch it.” 


CRISIS 


Obviously, this is now the time to have a fight. 


This phase of intimacy is the perfect moment for a gigantic 
crisis. You have been around each other long enough to reveal your 
natural selves. The first projections have begun to fade away. 


Most of all, a consuming desire has been born. You want 
something worse than you've ever wanted anything before—the other 
person’s love—and the slightest perturbation can provoke the most 
extreme emotional reaction. You have not only opened your heart to 
joy and togetherness; you have opened your heart to jealousy, 
insecurity, fear of loss, and betrayal. You are not a stable system at 
this point. 
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“All love stories are frustration stories,” Adam Phillips writes in 
Missing Out. “To fall in love is to be reminded of a frustration that 
you didn’t know you had.” You were merrily going on with your life 
not really aware that you were missing something, and then suddenly 
this other person shows up and now the thought of living without 
them seems like absolute hell. 


Sometimes the crisis comes from an act of pure selfishness. 
Sometimes it comes from confusion over who assumes the power 
role when. In each sphere of life, one member of the couple is going 
to take the lead and the other member is going to be the partner. But 
it takes time to figure out and negotiate who is going to lead in what 
sphere. 


Sometimes the fight comes with the surfacing of the central 
disagreement. Every relationship has a central disagreement, which 
will never go away and which both people are just going to have to 
live with. But couples don’t realize what their central disagreement is 
until they are in it. Sometimes the disagreements are deep and moral 
or philosophical. But some of the most troublesome ones can be 
superficial but devastating. Sometimes it is time (he’s prompt, she’s 
late), or money (she’s thrifty, he’s profligate), or neatness (she’s neat, 
he’s sloppy), or sex (he likes it every day, she likes it every week), or 
communication (he’s a bottler, she’s a spiller), but it’s going to 
surface, and when it does, blood will flow. 


It’s interesting, when you're in the crisis, how romantic pain 
feels so much like physical pain. When you are in a fight with your 
beloved, when you are missing the thing that you want the most, it 
feels like an ache or burning in your torso. You want to go running or 
do something strenuous to ease the physical torment. A powerful 
description of this pain is from an anonymous Kwakiutl Indian 
poem, transcribed from native tongue in 1896: “Fires run through 
my body—the pain of loving you. Pain runs through my body with 
the fires of my love for you. Sickness wanders my body with my love 
for you. Pain like a boil about to burst with my love for you. 
Consumed by fire with my love for you. I remember what you said to 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 188/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


me. I am thinking of your love for me. I am torn by your love for me. 
Pain and more pain.” 


There are some people so lug-headed that you have to break up 
with them before they realize how much they need you. There are 
some people so attachment averse they have to taste abandonment to 
get over their fear of engulfment. 


FORGIVENESS 


After the fight comes forgiveness. Forgiveness is often spoken of in 
sentimental terms—as gushy absolution. But real forgiveness is 
rigorous. It balances accountability with mercy and compassion. 


The process of rigorous forgiveness begins with a gesture by the 
one who has been wronged. Martin Luther King, Jr., argued that 
forgiveness isn’t an act; it’s an attitude. We are all sinners. So the 
person with a forgiving attitude expects sin, empathizes with sin, and 
is slow to think him- or herself superior to the one who has done the 
sinning. 

The forgiving person is strong enough to display anger and 
resentment toward the person who has wronged her, but she is also 
strong enough to put away that anger and resentment. She is strong 
enough to make the first move, even before the offender has asked. 
She resists the natural urge for vengeance and instead offers the 
offender a welcoming context in which the offender can confess. “He 
who is devoid of the power to forgive is devoid of the power to love,” 
King wrote. 

Once the victim has created the context for forgiveness, the 
offender is obliged to get out in front of the process. To confess. To 
show penitence. At this stage, total honesty is the hardest course; we 
all want to rationalize our wrong. My tendency is to let my sins 
dribble out in a gradual way, so they won’t seem so wrong and they 
won't scare off the other person. But the act involves probing down 
to the root of the error, offering a confession more complete than 
expected. It involves an act of pure submission. 
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Then it is the moment for judgment. A wrong is an occasion to 
reevaluate. What is the character of the person in question? Should a 
moment of stupidity eclipse an overall record of decency? Or is this a 
permanent character trait? Both partners ask these questions 
together—and then bend toward each other. 

As King said, trust doesn’t return immediately. The sin doesn’t 
have to be ignored. But the wrong act is no longer a barrier to a 
relationship. The offender endures his season of shame and is better 
for it. The offended, when she offers grace, is freed from emotions 
such as vengeance and is uplifted. The relationship is made stronger 
by reunion. 

“Suffering makes immature love grow into mature love,” Walter 
Trobisch writes. “Immature unlearned love is egotistic. It’s the kind 
of love children have, demanding and wanting—and wanting 
instantaneously.” But the love that comes after forgiveness is marked 
by empathy, compassion, understanding, and inexplicable care. As 
Thornton Wilder once put it, “In love’s service only the wounded 
soldiers can serve.” 


FUSION 


We now come to the thing itself. To “love” full-bore, the climactic 
phase on the path to intimacy. We’ve seen so many movies about 
love and heard so many songs, sometimes we forget how strange a 
phenomenon it is. It is both a selfish desire and a selfless gift. It fills 
us up and reminds us of our own incompleteness. Love plows open 
the hard crust of our personality and exposes the fertile soil below. 
Love decenters the self. It teaches us that our riches are in another. It 
teaches us that we can’t give ourselves what we truly need, which is 
somebody else’s love. It smashes the walls of ego and leaves a pile of 
jagged stones. 

At the end of his book Love & Friendship, Allan Bloom has a 
beautiful paragraph on the paradoxical nature of love—it is 
everything and its opposite. Love, Bloom writes, 
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is a self-forgetting that makes man self-aware, an 
unreason that is the condition of his reasoning about 
himself. The pain it produces is linked to the most ecstatic 
of pleasures, and it provides the primary experiences of 
beauty and of life’s sweetness. It contains powerful 
elements of illusion, it may be thought to be entirely 
illusion, but its effects are not illusory. Love can produce 
the most prodigious deeds in the most immediate way, 
without guidance by principle or command of duty. The 
lover knows the value of beauty and also knows that he 
cannot live well, or perhaps at all, alone. He knows that he 
is not self-sufficient. The lover is the clearest expression 
of man’s natural imperfection and his quest for 
perfection. 


When love strikes, it becomes clear that under the influence of 
our own egos we have been sleepwalking through life. Love wakes us 
up. It exposes the fact that the chasms within us cannot be filled by 
the food the ego hungers for. “The unrelated human being lacks 
wholeness,” Carl Jung wrote, “for he can achieve wholeness only 
through the soul, and the soul cannot exist without its other side, 
which is always found in a ‘you.’” Every lover in the throes of love 
knows this. 


Passionate love is the only force strong enough to overthrow the 
ego. People describe it as a madness, a fever, a flood or a fire or a 
strong emotion. In fact, it is not an emotion, though it contains a lot 
of emotions. It is actually a drive, an extreme motivational state. It is 
a fervent longing for eternal union with someone else. It pushes 
people to do ridiculous things, to drive five hundred miles so you can 
have dinner with her, to get the car washed before every time you 
pick her up because you want her to feel special, to alter your 
running route so you can go by her building and gaze at her window. 


Once, while I was engaged, I found myself around a conference 
table with about fifteen people, including my fiancée. We’d been 
through many of the phases of intimacy by that point, the furtive 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 191/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM 


Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


getting to know each other, the crises, and the forgiving. I sat at that 
table marveling at the fact that of all the people around it, only she 
was special to me. Why should that be? Everybody else seemed 
bright and kind, too. They all had heads and torsos, arms and legs. 
And yet I was connected by magical life-altering chords to just this 
one, magical chords that no one else in the room could see but which 
shaped the whole room and made it revolve around her. 


They say love is blind, but, as G. K. Chesterton noted, love is 
definitely not blind. Love is the opposite of blind. It is supremely 
attentive. You probably can’t know a person down to the core of his 
soul unless you love that person. 


All those passionate stares over each other’s laptop in the coffee 
shop where you are inconveniently working together because you 
can’t bear to be apart, all that giddy rolling around in and falling out 
of hammocks. Lovers spend a lot of the time laughing at each other, 
C. S. Lewis notices, until they have a baby, which gives them 
something new to laugh at. “People who are sensible about love are 
incapable of it,” the poet Donald Yates writes. Dignity is not part of 
love’s equation; in fact, dignity is probably a thing that could kill 
love. 


People who have made it to this stage feel like they are flying. In 
the first place, the love is always changing. Sheldon Vanauken fell in 
love with Davy in the wintertime. “We said, ‘If we aren’t more in love 
in lilactime, we shall be finished.’ But we were more in love: for love 
must grow or die. Every year on our anniversary we said, ‘If we are 
not more deeply in love next year, we shall have failed.’ But we were: 
a deeper inloveness, more close, more dear.” 

Love is hunting for bigger game than happiness. Love is a union 
of souls. When one member of a couple suffers from Alzheimer’s, the 
other doesn’t just go away. Instead, as Lewis puts it, love says, 
“Better this than parting. Better to be miserable with her than happy 
without her. Let our hearts break provided they break together.” 

Wuthering Heights is perhaps the most famous rendering of 
what happens when somebody squelches such a love. It’s a kind of 
homicide. When they part, Heathcliff cries out, “Kiss me again; and 
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don’t let me see your eyes! I forgive what you have done to me. I love 
my murderer—but yours! How can I?” They hold each other tight, as 
if in the face of death, “their faces hid against each other, and washed 
by each other’s tears.” 


The tragedy in that scene is not only in the sorrow but in the 
hiding, the inability of two people who are destroying love to even 
look into each other’s eyes. 


Montaigne captured this fusion in his description of his 
friendship with La Boétie, a friendship so deep it can only be called 
love: “Our souls mingle and blend with each other so completely that 
they efface the seam that joined them, and cannot find it again. If 
you press me to tell why I loved him, I feel that this cannot be 
expressed, except by answering: Because it was he, because it was I.” 


The ego has been defeated. You find yourself in more pain when 
your partner is suffering than when you are suffering, more angry 
when the one you love has been insulted than when you are insulted. 
You notice it in lovers who are slowly dying from cancer or some 
lingering illness. The dying are strong while their partners fall apart. 
It seems to be weirdly easier to be the victim of the disease than the 
one who has to watch the beloved suffer. 


The poets have had a field day with this condition. Milton’s 
Adam to Eve in Paradise Lost: “We are one / One flesh; to lose thee 
were to lose myself.” Iain Thomas: “This is my skin and it’s thick. 
This is not your skin, yet you are under it.” Roman poet Paulus 
Silentiarius, 1,500 years ago: “And there lay the lovers, lip-locked / 
delirious, infinitely thirsting / each wanting to go completely inside 
the other.” Mallarmé: “In the wave, you become / Your naked 
ecstasy.” 
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SEVENTEEN 


The Marriage Decision 


Love wants to be forever, of course. Therefore, we must marry. In 
this way the heart demands resoluteness. You’ve been flying in 
circles for long enough. The aircraft carrier is below. It’s time to stick 
the landing. 

But this is the time to step back again, to make an appraisal. 
This is a moment to give reason its due. I’ve put a lot of emphasis on 
the heart and soul in this book, but in any commitment decision the 
rational brain is an equal partner. This is the time to say, as an 
acquaintance of mine did: I am going to make a good decision here. 
We may marry or we may part, but this is my life. I am responsible 
for my choices. I’m perfectly capable of deciding well. 


The obvious reason to step back and appraise, even at this late 
juncture, is that you’re not the first person on earth to feel this way. 
Presumably most of the couples that went on to get married walked 
through most of the same stages of intimacy you did; they felt the 
same rush of love, the same sense of fusion and destiny—and then 
they married and then they got divorced. Love and passion are not 
enough. You're setting a higher bar. 

You do this deeper appraisal because when making a marriage 
decision you are making a leap against the odds. In the United 
States, nearly 40 percent of marriages end in divorce. Another 10 or 
15 percent of couples separate and do not divorce, and another 7 
percent or so stay together but are chronically unhappy. In other 
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words, more than half of the people who decide to marry, 
presumably driven by passionate love, wind up unhappy. The odds 
are worse for couples that marry before age twenty-five. 


And there are very few things worse than a bad marriage. Being 
in a bad marriage will increase your chance of getting sick by 35 
percent and shorten your life span by an average of four years. There 
is no loneliness so lonely as the loneliness you feel when you are 
lying there loveless in bed with another. People go into marriages 
imagining they are going to sail the open seas together, but when you 
are in a bad marriage, as George Eliot put it, you are trapped in an 
enclosed basin. 

You step back and appraise because you are aware that to some 
inevitable degree, you have no idea what you are doing. You will 
never know what you are doing, but you still want to have the best 
shot possible. “What is fascinating and almost existentially 
mischievous about marriage,” David Whyte writes, “is that whatever 
one side of the partnership wants will not occur; whatever the other 
side of the partnership desires will not occur, and the whatever that 
does occur is the combined life that emerges from first, the collision, 
and then the conversation between the two: a conversation that may 
seem foreign to both to begin with; something they might not 
recognize or even think they want.” 

So how do you make this appraisal? Since this is the most 
important decision of your life, you would think society would have 
prepared you for this moment. You would think that the schools 
would have provided you with course after course on the marriage 
decision, on the psychology of marriage, the neuroscience of 
marriage, the literature of marriage. But no, society is a massive 
conspiracy to distract you from the important choices of life in order 
to help you fixate on the unimportant ones. 


THE THREE LENSES 


This is the moment to ask hard questions about yourself. Everybody 
spends too much time appraising the other person when making 
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marriage decisions, but the person who can really screw things up is 
you. These are questions such as: 


Have you got to the place where you can really do this? D. H. 
Lawrence once wrote, “You can’t worship love and individuality in 
the same breath.” The ultimate question for yourself is whether you 
are ready to lose control and be overwhelmed by marriage, come 
what may. 


Do I like the person Iam when I’m around him? We all have 
multiple personalities we project into the world, depending on whom 
we are around. Does this person bring out your crass, social-climbing 
self, or your kind, serving self? 


What’s my core issue, and does this person fill it? We tend to 
marry the person who fills our greatest unresolved psychic problem. 
Maybe you yearn for emotional reliability, and this person is your 
steady hand. Maybe you yearn for emotional intensity, and this 
person is your fountain of love. 

How high is my bar? Some people say, Never settle: You had 
better feel insanely lucky to have this person. Others say, Be more 
realistic: You’re never going to find the perfect person, and it’s better 
to be in a decent relationship than alone. Jane Austen thought it was 
“wicked” to settle, and Pm with her. If you marry without total 
admiration and rapture, you will not have enough passion to fuse you 
together in the early days, and you will split apart when times get 
hard. Moreover, settling is immoral because there is another person 
involved. The other person is not going to want to be the fourth best 
option in your life. Are you going into the relationship telling the 
person that you're “settling” in being with them? If you’re honest and 
tell him that, you’re introducing a fatal inequality into your 
relationship right away. If you don’t tell him that, you are lying to the 
person you are supposedly closest to in the whole world. Settling 
seems realistic, but only a love built on rapturous devotion is 
pragmatic in the end. 

The rest of the questions are about the other person and the 
relationship itself. The most important consideration is this: 
Marriage is a fifty-year conversation. The most important factor in 
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when you think about marrying someone is, Would I enjoy talking 
with this person for the rest of my life? 

If the answer to that question is yes, there are three lenses that 
people apply when making the rest of the marriage decision: the 
psychological lens, the emotional lens, and the moral lens. 

The first is the psychological lens. Characters in Jane Austen 
and George Eliot novels spend a lot of time evaluating each other’s 
temperament, or what we call personality traits. There’s a good 
reason for that. Personality traits are pretty steady across adulthood. 
As Ty Tashiro puts it in The Science of Happily After, “If you choose 
some dreamy partner who is bright, funny, self-confident, kind and 
good-looking, and loves his or her mother, then the good news is that 
when you reassess your romantic situation after twenty-five years of 
marriage, that partner, compared to others in your same age cohort, 
will probably still be bright, funny, self-confident, kind and good- 
looking, and a good son or daughter.” 

So how do you discern a person’s permanent personality traits? 
In 1938, the researcher Lewis Terman argued that you should look at 
a person’s relational background. He ranked the things to look for: 


. Superior happiness of parents 

. Childhood happiness 

. Lack of conflict with mother 

. Home discipline that was firm, not harsh 

. Strong attachment to mother 

. Strong attachment to father 

. Lack of conflict with father 

. Parental frankness about matters of sex 

. Infrequency and mildness of childhood punishment 


. Premarital attitude toward sex that was free from 
disgust or aversion 


OMAN DAO AW N BE 


_ 
O 
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Others say the most telling thing to look for is attachment style. 
People who were securely attached to one caregiver as early as 
eighteen months (about 60 percent of all people) have a model in 
their heads for how to build and maintain secure relationships. 
When such people are in the presence of someone they love, their 
heart rate declines and their respiration slows. They relax because it 
feels normal to them. 


People who experienced anxious attachment patterns when they 
were infants are more likely to have trouble relaxing when they are in 
loving relationships. The model in their head tells them that the 
person they love is about to leave. Their heart rates and respiratory 
patterns speed up. People who had avoidant attachment patterns 
when they were young (they sent signals to their caregivers, but 
nothing came back), have preemptively shut down. Their model says, 
If I don’t get close then the nonresponse won't hurt. 


According to one authoritative longitudinal study, 90 percent of 
securely attached people marry, and of those 21 percent get divorced. 
Seventy percent of avoidantly attached people marry, and of those 50 
percent get divorced. For people with anxious attachments, the 
divorce rates are even higher. 


You'd think that everybody would try to marry securely attached 
people. But that’s not how it works out. People disproportionately 
marry people with their own attachment style. Secure with secure, 
avoidant with avoidant, and anxious with anxious. Early childhood 
attachment patterns are not destiny; people can change, but if you 
see the markers of avoidant or anxious attachment styles in your 
partner, it’s worth making a mental note. 


Still others say that the best way to understand another person’s 
psychology is by applying the Big Five personality traits matrix. The 
Big Five are openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, 
agreeableness, and neuroticism. When it comes to a relationship 
partner, the last two traits are the most important. Basically, Ty 
Tashiro argues, you want to seek agreeableness and avoid 
neuroticism. 
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Agreeableness—being a nice guy—doesn’t sound like the sexiest 
or most romantic possible trait. The agreeable person is kind, 
affectionate, friendly, compliant, understanding, warm, sensitive, 
and trusting. People often say an agreeable man is masculine but 
with a feminine touch. 


Neuroticism, Tashiro continues, is what you want to avoid. It 
seems exciting and dramatic at first, but neurotic people are tense, 
moody, prone to sadness. Neuroticism is the tendency to experience 
negative emotions such as anger and anxiety with great force. 
“Neurotic individuals tend to have a history of turbulent and 
unstable relationships with others, including family and friends. 
They also tend to be prone to what looks like bad luck, but with time, 
one often sees that there are ways that their neuroticism evokes 
unfortunate events from their environment,” he writes. “I cannot 
stress enough how important it is to dispel any wishful thinking that 
neuroticism will simply go away because there are remarkably 
consistent findings about the tendency of neuroticism to remain 
constant across the life span.” 


The second lens to apply when making a marriage decision is the 
emotional lens. This means asking questions about the nature of 
your love for each other. The Greeks distinguished between three 
types of love: philia (friendship), eros (passion), and agape (selfless 
giving). You can sometimes feel eros toward a person, without philia 
or agape, in which case all you have is an infatuation. Or you can 
have agape without philia and eros, in which case all you have is 
admiration. Or, more likely, you may just be experiencing philia with 
a little eros but without agape. The person makes you happy. But 
somehow the explosive burst of selfless love never erupts. This is a 
wonderful friendship, but not the basis of a lifelong devotion. If an 
enchantment is going to be one of your life-defining commitments, it 
will already have elements of all three: intimacy, desire, and self- 
sacrificial love. 

Some relationships simply stop at the level of beautiful friends. 
Both people really admire each other but somehow they never quite 
touch each other at the depths of their soul, and they can’t figure out 
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why, because the relationship makes so much sense. They may tell 
each other that they love each other, they may feel real love for each 
other, but somehow it’s not the kind of love that makes it painful to 
be away from the person, the kind of love that stirs up turmoils of 
fear that the other person might go away, the kind of love that 
produces enchantment and deep happiness when the two of you are 
just next to each other doing nothing, the kind of love that calls forth 
the everyday service and constant solicitude that marriage requires. 


Medium-depth relationships are the hardest to break off, 
because friendship and admiration are there, but for whatever 
reason they do not exist at the depth of heart and soul, and in 
marriage there will be untapped layers that will feel like loneliness 
and separation. 

Finally, there is the moral lens. This is an important lens, 
because admiration of the other person will carry you through times 
when the emotional well goes dry; admiration will carry you through 
the times when you get a little annoyed at the other person’s 
personality quirks. Good character will endure through those times 
things are going badly. So the essential questions are: Is this person 
honest? Does she have integrity? 


Disagreement is inevitable, and marriages survive it, but 
contempt is deadly and always kills a marital bond. So a crucial 
question is, Do I deeply admire this person? When you are making a 
marital commitment, you are making a vow, a promise. So another 
crucial question is, Does this person keep his or her promises? When 
you are choosing a spouse, you are choosing the mother or father to 
your children. So the question is, Does this person have the qualities 
you would want passed down to your precious kids? Sooner or later 
in any marriage, sickness or ill fortune or something else will strip 
you down to your essentials. So the question is, What is at the core of 
this person, after you take away the education, the skills, the 
accomplishments, and the brands? Marriage involves a thousand 
decisions as you navigate your way. So the question is, Do I often 
second-guess his or her judgment? Marriage is lived out in the day- 
to-day realities of life. So the question becomes, Does this person 
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ever brag about behavior that he should be ashamed of—cheating 
other people to get ahead, being cruel to underlings to establish 
dominance, manipulating other people to get what he wants? The 
other person isn’t going to be perfect, obviously. Everybody is selfish 
at some level, and so you ask yourself, Is this person’s form of 
selfishness the kind I can live with? 


COMPLETION 


It’s too bad Jerry Maguire monopolized the line, but marital love 
really does feel like a completion. It feels like the old story from 
Plato’s Symposium, of the two separated halves finding together that 
they form a completed soul. It’s only together that they can really 
take their full journey. They are ready for a life bigger than anything 
they could have considered alone. 

Dostoyevsky was a man who struggled with his own nature. 
Through gambling or the sheer chaos of his own nature, he would fall 
into debt and have to write himself out of debt. One day, with a 
deadline approaching and faced with the crush of writing an entire 
novel in a month, he met a stenographer named Anna Grigoryevna. 
They worked together on The Gambler. Anna later recalled: “Each 
day, chatting with me like a friend, he would lay bare some unhappy 
scene from his past. I could not help being deeply touched at his 
accounts of the difficulties from which he had never extricated 
himself, and indeed could not.” 


Dostoyevsky finished the novel, paid her the equivalent of 
$1,500 for her stenography, and they parted ways. She found she 
missed him. “I had grown so accustomed to that merry rush of work, 
the joyful meeting and lively conversation with Dostoyevsky, that 
they had become a necessity to me. All my old activities had lost their 
interest and seemed empty and futile.” 

They stayed in touch, and one day in the course of a 
conversation that was supposed to be a theoretical discussion of the 
nature of marriage, they had a disagreement over whether it was 
wise to marry a writer or an artist. Dostoyevsky believed that only a 
fool would marry such a person. No sane person would accept a 
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proposal from such an unstable type. “Imagine that this artist is me,” 
he said by way of example, “that I have confessed my love to you and 
asked you to be my wife. Tell me, what would you answer?” 


Anna realized that this was no longer just a_ theoretical 
conversation. “I would answer that I love you and will love you all my 
life,” she responded. 


She later reflected, “I won’t try to convey the words full of 
tenderness and love that he said to me then; they are sacred to me. I 
was stunned, almost crushed by the immensity of my happiness and 
for a long time I couldn’t believe it.” 

They tasted tragedy in marriage. They lost two children. But it 
turned out gloriously. Anna managed his career, basically opened a 
publishing house for him, and turned him into a financial and 
literary success. He never lost his deep respect for what he saw in her 
soul. “Throughout my life,” she wrote, after his death, “it has always 
seemed a kind of mystery to me that my good husband not only loved 
and respected me as many husbands love and respect their wives, 
but almost worshipped me, as though I were some special being 
created just for him. And that was true not only at the beginning of 
our marriage but through all the remaining years of it, up to his very 
death.” 
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EIGHTEEN 


Marriage: The School You Build Together 


Marriage starts as a joy and ends up an education. It starts as a joy 
because at first you get to spend every day with the person you care 
about most in the world, the one who makes you happiest just to be 
around. But then it turns into something else. When you agree to 
marry, you are agreeing to be completely known, a scary prospect. 
Living as a “we” instead of an “I” is a transformation of the routines 
of daily life. The thing you love about the person is connected to the 
exact thing that will come to drive you the most crazy. Her caustic 
wit can sometimes feel like cynicism. His emotional sensitivity can 
feel like neediness. The only way to thrive in marriage is to become a 
better person—more patient, wise, compassionate, persevering, 
communicative, and humble. When we make a commitment, we put 
ourselves into a pickle that we have to be more selfless to get out of. 

Marriage educates by throwing a series of difficult tasks in your 
path. Judith Wallerstein and Sandra Blakeslee list some of the most 
important ones: 


e To separate emotionally from the family of one’s childhood 
To build intimacy combined with some autonomy 


e To embrace the role of parents and absorb the impact of “Her 
Majesty, the Baby’s” arrival 


e To confront the inevitable crises of life 
To establish a rich sexual life 
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e To create a safe haven for the expression of difference 
e To keep alive the early idealized images of each other 


A marriage survives when both partners admit their individual 
inadequacy to the challenges before them. A marriage survives when 
the partners agree to take lifelong courses together—in subjects like 
empathy, communication, and recommitment. The good news is you 
don’t have to get an A+ in any of them. If you get a solid B you’re 
doing pretty well. 


EMPATHETIC WISDOM 


When marriages break down, it’s because one or both partners feels 
unknown and misunderstood. When people feel unknown or 
misunderstood, they minimize and excuse their own failings: “Okay, 
I’m screwed up, but you don’t see and understand me!” They shift 
the blame onto the other person and reinforce their own worst traits. 


Marital love is a seeing love. John Gottman, the dean of 
marriage scholars, grasped the essence: “Happy marriages are based 
on a deep friendship. By this I mean mutual respect for and 
enjoyment of each other’s company. These couples tend to know 
each other intimately—they are well versed in each other’s likes, 
dislikes, personality quirks, hopes, and dreams. They have an 
abiding regard for each other and express this fondness not just in 
big ways but in little ways day in and day out.” 


Marital love is understanding the other person’s patterns. In 
Things I Wish I'd Known Before We Got Married, Gary Chapman 
describes a variety of different personality types that can coexist in 
marriage. There are painters and pointers. In conversation, painters 
describe an elaborately detailed picture of an event. Pointers just get 
to the nub. There are organizers and free spirits. The organizer 
sweats the details. The free spirit figures the details will take care of 
themselves. There are engineers and dancers. The engineers want to 
logically think through every decision. The dancers will go with their 
heart. These differences can be conflicts or complementarities, 
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depending on how well each partner understands the other and 
accommodates. 


Marital love is being aware of how the past is present in the 
marriage. Psychologists joke that a marriage is a battleground in 
which two families send their best warriors to determine which 
family’s culture will direct the couple’s lives. 


Before you were together, the influence of these lineages was 
largely unconscious; it was just the way you did things. But in the 
first few months of marriage, your way of doing things comes into 
contact with another way of doing things. This new awareness 
usually is not a gradual, scholarly awareness in which you calmly 
stroke your chin and say, “Hmmm. Interesting.” It often comes in the 
form of an unexpected eruption. You completely overreact to some 
small thing your partner has done, and in the middle of your 
overreaction you are silently asking yourself, “What the hell is going 
on?!” 

“We too often act from scripts generated by crises of long ago 
that we’ve all but consciously forgotten,” Alain de Botton writes. “We 
behave according to an archaic logic which now escapes us.” For 
example, people who were raised with conditional or critical love 
may hear “I wish you hadn’t done that” as “I’m about to leave you!” 
They may have trouble understanding that anger doesn’t threaten 
the relationship. 


Couples who possess an empathetic understanding step back 
and understand how each member responds to stress. One of the 
most common forms of marital breakdown is the demand-withdraw 
cycle. One partner makes a request of the other—clean the house, 
show up on time—but there’s a hint of blame within the request. The 
other partner hears the request as nagging or complaining. Instead 
of fully engaging, this partner just withdraws. This prompts the 
person doing the requesting to repeat the request with a more 
explicit assignment of blame and to up the criticism. This causes the 
withdrawing partner to withdraw more. If the withdrawing partner 
occasionally gives in, this reinforces the message to the demanding 
partner that blame and criticism work. More blame follows until the 
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withdrawing partner goes into complete withdrawal and 
disassociation mode. The more one lashes out, the more the other 
withdraws. 


Healthy couples step back from the cycle and help each other 
grow out of it. “The magic of a couple’s relationship is that, when two 
people fall in love, whatever they need to do for themselves to grow 
emotionally is most often the very thing that the partner needs from 
them,” Ayala Malach Pines writes in Falling in Love. “Instead of 
turning into a rejected little girl that needed to pound on doors to be 
heard, she needed to learn to stay an adult and ask for what she 
wanted in a way that would increase the likelihood of getting it.” 

In the end, people in an enduring marriage achieve metis. That’s 
the Greek word for a kind of practical wisdom, an intuitive awareness 
of how things are, how things go together, and how things will never 
go together. 

A teacher with metis can feel when the classroom is just 
beginning to get out of control. A mechanic with metis has a feel for 
what’s wrong with the engine based on some semi-consciously heard 
rumble or sound. A marriage partner with metis knows when to give 
space and when to intrude, when to offer the surprise gift and when 
not to tell the teasing joke. The university of marriage, at its best, 
teaches this form of emotional awareness, which can’t be reduced to 
rules or communicated in books, and which emerges as a sort of 
loving nimbleness. 


COMMUNICATION 


Words are the fuel of marriage. “Everything else is transitory,” 
Nietzsche writes, “but most of the time you are together will be 
devoted to conversation.” 

The quality of the conversation is the quality of the marriage. 
Good conversation creates warmth and peace, and bad conversation 
creates frigidity and stasis. Conversation is how marriage partners 
rub off on each other. 
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Most of the conversation, of course, is mundane—about dinner, 
paint colors, or the baby’s digestive system. There was a time when 
the whole idea of manners went out of style, when politeness came to 
seem hopelessly bourgeois. But manners are the morality of everyday 
life. As Edmund Burke put it, “Manners are what vex or soothe, 
corrupt or purify, exalt or debase, barbarize or refine us, by a 
constant, steady, uniform, insensible operation, like that of the air we 
breathe in. They give their whole form and color to our lives. 
According to their quality, they aid morals, they supply them, or they 
totally destroy them.” 

A well-mannered conversation is shaped by what John Gottman 
calls the pattern of bids and volleys. Let’s say you are reading the 
paper at the dining room table and your partner comes up and says, 
“Look at the beautiful blue jay on the tree outside the window.” 
That’s a conversational bid. You might look up and exclaim, “Wow, 
that is beautiful. Thanks for pointing it out.” That’s a “toward bid.” 
With your remark, you are moving toward your partner. Or you 
could respond, “I was reading the paper; would you please let me 
finish?” That would be an “against bid.” Or you could just grunt and 
ignore the remark or change the subject with a non sequitur. The 
would be a “turning-away bid.” 


In marriages that succeed, Gottman has found, the couple 
experiences five toward bids for every one against or turning-away 
bid. The people Gottman calls “relationship masters” go out of their 
way to store up chits in their emotional bank account. “There’s a 
habit of mind that the masters have, which is this: they are scanning 
the social environment for things they can appreciate and say thank 
you for....Disasters are scanning the social environment for partners’ 
mistakes,” Gottman said in an interview with Emily Esfahani Smith 
for The Atlantic. 

Divorce doesn’t generally happen when the number of conflicts 
increases; it happens when the number of positive things decreases. 
Julie Gottman, John’s wife, points out that masters of relationship 
are on alert for what their partner is doing right, and they are quick 
to compliment. According to the Gottmans, there are four kinds of 
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unkindness that drive couples apart: contempt, criticism, 
defensiveness, and stonewalling. The rule of their research is pretty 
simple: If you’re tired and your partner makes a bid, turn toward in 
kindness. If you’re distracted, turn toward in kindness. If you’re 
stressed, turn toward in kindness. 

Relationship masters also learn how to communicate well in 
times of triumph and conflict. Moments of triumph would seem to be 
the easy part of a relationship. But Shelly Gable, a psychologist at UC 
Santa Barbara, found that those are the moments that often drive 
people apart. One spouse comes home reporting some promotion at 
work, but the other person can’t simply join in the happiness because 
he is too focused on self, so he a) changes the subject to some 
triumph of his own; b) acknowledges the triumph with a grunt and 
then gets back to his own business; or c) belittles the triumph by 
asking, “Are you sure you'll be able to handle this new job?” 


Masters also learn never to sulk. Sulking consists of feeling 
angry about something but determined not to communicate about it. 
“The sulker,” Alain de Botton writes, “both desperately needs the 
other person to understand and yet remains utterly committed to 
doing nothing to help them do so. The very need to explain forms the 
kernel of the insult: if the partner requires an explanation, he or she 
is clearly not worthy of one.” The sulker is returning to childhood, 
and dreams of finding a mother who understands what he wants 
without words or explanation. 


Nobody becomes more reasonable when they are blamed and 
attacked. Nobody becomes mature because their spouse, in the 
middle of an argument, screams at them to “Grow up!” The advice 
books offer a better formula, even if it is hard to follow while angry. 
First, try to state the problem in neutral terms. Then, stroke, stand, 
and contract. Remind the person that you hear and understand them 
(stroke); state your positions clearly (stand); find a way to meet in 
the middle (contract). 


THE ART OF RECOMMITMENT 
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There are two classic crisis periods in marriage—just after the 
children are born and in the doldrums of middle age. In the former, 
the temptation is to replace the complicated and difficult 
relationship you have with your spouse for the joyous and 
captivating love you have with your children. In the latter crisis, 
people in middle age are haunted by a feeling of generalized sadness 
and incompleteness. There’s a sense that life is slipping away, and a 
tendency to see the spouse, with all of their flaws and negativity, 
nagging and unhappiness, as the real problem, the real anchor that is 
holding you back from your fullness. 

During these crisis moments, there’s a tendency to recoil, to 
distance yourself from your partner. You begin to dissociate and 
withdraw. You construct parallel lives with outside interests and 
separate friend groups. You get used to marriage without intimacy— 
the marriage bed, as they say, where the spouses are a centimeter 
apart and a million miles away. You use drugs, booze, work, or the 
care of your children to occupy the psychic space formerly filled by 
the marriage. 


In a study at Cameron University in Oklahoma, Joanni L. Sailor 
interviewed people who had fallen out of love. The quotes she 
collected are a searing testimony of how horrible it is to be in a 
relationship after the fire has died: “During sex there was no kissing. 
I remember just craving to be kissed, but not by him.” “The pain is so 
overwhelming.” “I think I cried for a year.” “Yes, it was the 
depression caused by profound loneliness.” “My love is disappearing; 
my heart feels like he is stepping all over it, and he does not seem to 
care.” “My personality had been rejected....It changed me 
permanently....I spent several years with no personality at all.” 


After dissociation, you come to that terrifying time when the 
love in a marriage seems to dry up. Sometimes marriages truly are 
dead. Neither partner can hurt the other any longer, because neither 
really cares. In that case, divorce happens. But in other cases the 
embers are still warm, and the marriage just needs an act of 
courageous recommitment. And that is the next course in the 
curriculum of marriage: the art of reeommitment. 
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During these low moments, it is helpful to remember that 
marriage is not just a relationship; it is a covenant. It’s a moral 
promise to hold fast through thick and thin. Both people have vowed 
to create this project or cause, the marriage, that is more important 
than each person’s emotional weather. Of course, there are times 
when divorce is the right and only course, but there are other times 
when the sentiment that guides Parker Palmer comes in handy: “If 
you can’t get out of it, get into it!” If you can’t easily walk away from 
something, then the only way forward is to double down. 


When the well of love dries up, it takes an act of will to dig a 
little deeper. “It is a deliberate choosing of closeness over distance, of 
companionship over detachment, of relationship over isolation, of 
love over apathy, of life over death,” Mike Mason writes. 


That’s not the natural inclination. Believe me. I know what it’s 
like to fail here. Recommitment involves going against yourself. But 
life is defined by the moments we're asked to go against ourselves. 
Marriage, like all commitments, isn’t there to make you happy; it is 
there to make you grow. As Mason puts it, “A marriage lives, 
paradoxically, upon those almost impossible times when it is 
perfectly clear to the two partners that nothing else but pure 
sacrificial love can hold them together.” 


In a weird way, one model of marital recommitment can be 
found in Abraham Lincoln’s second inaugural address. He gave the 
speech at a time of great national brokenness. It was clear by that 
point that the North was going to win the Civil War. Lincoln could 
have used this moment as a chance for great chest-thumping: We 
prevailed in a righteous cause. We fought for good; you fought for 
evil. We were right; you were wrong. We are vindicated, and you 
Southerners, who have so much of our blood on your hands, are 
disgraced. 

Lincoln’s love of union—the whole nation—was stronger than 
his love for his own side. In the second inaugural, the key words are 
unifying words: “we,” “all,” “both.” “All thoughts were anxiously 
directed to an impending civil war. All dreaded it, all sought to avert 
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it....Both parties deprecated war.” He puts North and South on the 
same humble footing. 


Lincoln does not say slavery was a Southern institution. He says 
it was an American institution. The scourge of war, which purges this 
sin, falls rightly on both sides. Lincoln puts us all in the same 
category of culpability and fallenness. He realistically acknowledges 
the divisions and disappointments that plague the nation. But he 
does not accept the inevitability of a house divided, and calls for a 
radical turning of the heart: “With malice toward none, with charity 
for all.” 


Healing a broken marriage is not all that different from healing 
a broken nation. There are always differences and disagreements in 
relationships, but most of the time that’s not what destroys them. It’s 
the way we turn disagreement into a quest for superiority. It’s not 
I’m right / you’re wrong; it’s I’m better / you're lesser, I’m righteous 
/ you're deplorable, I’m good / you’re contemptible. It’s the tendency 
to be quick to take offense in a way that declares your own moral 
superiority. Marshall McLuhan was harsh but not wrong when he 
observed, “Moral indignation is a technique used to endow the idiot 
with dignity.” 

Recommitment often means putting your own sins on the table. 
Forbearance means acknowledging the wrongs that have been 
committed, and even the anger that they have created, but it puts 
anger in the context of love. Loyalty just repeats “I love you.” It is 
astonishing how often that sentence “I love you” needs to be said, 
and how powerful it can be in a moment of disagreement and crisis. 


The experts are aligned when it comes to how to recommit: 
Don’t expect some ultimate solution to the big disagreement in your 
marriage. Overwhelm the negative by increasing the positive. Swamp 
negative interactions with the five love languages: words of 
affirmation, acts of service, gifts, quality time, and personal touch. 

Recommitment is the time for “Can we take a walk this 
afternoon?” and “You relax. I'll vacuum.” This is the time for what 
Abraham Joshua Heschel called “an ecstasy of deeds.” You do a 
mitzvah, a good deed, and then you do another, and each one creates 
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“luminous moments in which we are raised by overpowering deeds 
above our own will, moments filled with outgoing joy, with intense 
delight.” It is an immemorial law of human nature that behavior 
change precedes and causes attitudinal change. If you behave kindly 
toward a person, you will become kind and you will cherish them. 
Sex heals a lot of wounds in marriage, or at least provides a start to 
their healing. There is an ancient wisdom in the Jewish belief that a 
marriage without sex is not a marriage. “The ethic of marriage is 
hedonistic, not monastic,” writes Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik; it is 
dangerous to be too spiritual about it. 

A few years ago, Lydia Netzer wrote a blog post called “15 Ways 
to Stay Married for 15 Years,” which gave some good, realistic advice 
on sailing through the hazards of life together: 

Go to bed mad. Everybody says you shouldn’t let the sun go 
down on your wrath. Sometimes that’s just stupid. You’re tired. Go to 
bed. Get some sleep. Wake up the next morning and make pancakes. 
See if the fight looks so serious then. 

Be proud and brag. Boast about your spouse’s 
accomplishments in public and let him overhear your boasting. 

Bitch to his mother, not to yours. If you complain about 
him to his mother, she'll forgive him; your own mother never will. 

Trust the person you married. Let the other person help 
you. Trust them to know what’s right. 

Be loyal. “You and your spouse are a team of two,” Netzer 
writes. “No one else is allowed on the team, and no one else will ever 
understand the team’s rules....sometimes she’s in the spotlight, 
sometimes you. Ups and downs, ultimately, don’t matter because the 
team endures.” 

Netzer’s advice captures one of the other paradoxes of marriage 
—that it’s a sacred institution built out of crooked timber. There’s no 
room for perfectionism when you're dealing with something as 
broken as real human beings, only bemused affection. Marriage 
starts in rhapsodies and ends up in carpools. 
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THE SECOND LOVE 


The first love is champagne. But after youve been married and 
you've had scores of fights and scores of recoveries, you find you’ve 
entered into your second love, which is less passionate but more 
enduring. Second love is the kind of love people have for each other 
after they’ve seen each other at their worst, after they've forgiven a 
few times and been forgiven, after they can take some pride in having 
survived together and some comfort in the knowledge that they will 
survive. This is the person you will be with. This is your life. Second 
love is second-mountain love—after the thrill of the first mountain, 
the valley of suffering, and now up on the heights of your larger and 
more selfless life together. 


You've probably met older couples who have come to look like 
each other, react like each other, talk like each other. “You’re 82 
years old,” the philosopher André Gorz once wrote in a letter to his 
wife. “You’ve shrunk six centimetres, you only weigh 45 kilos yet 
youre still beautiful, graceful and desirable. We've lived together 
now for 58 years and I love you more than ever. I once more feel a 
gnawing emptiness in the hollow of my chest that is only filled when 
your body is pressed against mine.” 

This love endures after death. Viktor Frankl had an elderly 
patient who could not overcome the grief he felt over the loss of his 
wife. It had been two years since her passing, and the pain was still 
acute. Eventually Frankl asked what would have happened if he had 
died first. What would his wife have experienced? 

“For her this would have been terrible; how she would have 
suffered!” the man replied. 

“You see,” Frankl replied, “such a suffering has been spared her, 
and it was you who have spared her this suffering—to be sure, at the 
price that now you have to survive and mourn her.” The man picked 
up his hat, shook Frankl’s hand, and left the office. 

Couples who have reached this final harmony haven’t only 
achieved contentment; they’ve achieved catharsis, which is a moral 
state as well as an emotional one. Catharsis comes after the long ups 
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and downs. It comes when you look back and realize that it’s more 
accurate to say that you've really had five or six different marriages, 
that you were married to five or six different people who happened to 
inhabit, over the years, the same body. It comes after the episodes of 
comedy and tragedy, the exposure of sin and joy. It’s like the end of 
the play when the characters have been exposed and forgiven, tears 
have been shed, and everyone is laughing together. 


In catharsis, needy love has morphed into giving love. Each 
partner has leapt into the absurd for the other, made sacrifices that 
made no earthly sense. They have arrived at a peaceful glen, after all 
the sick children, the college anxieties, the flight delays on the way to 
vacation, and on and on. We applaud people for having a fiftieth 
wedding anniversary because we know it is an achievement, even 
though to them it just feels like a delight. They are not done living, 
but they can pause on a winter’s evening, lean their heads together, 
and stare into the fire. 
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PART IV 
Philosophy and Faith 
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NINETEEN 


Intellectual Commitments 


When I was a young man I dreamed of revolution. Physically, I was 
living in the 1980s, the age of Reagan, but intellectually I was back in 
1917 in Greenwich Village. I would sit in the stacks of my college 
library reading copies of an old magazine called The New Masses. It 
was a gorgeously designed, beautifully written journal for Marxist 
radicals who were inspired by the Russian Revolution, who believed 
that a new world was being born from the ashes of the old, and that it 
was bliss to be alive. 

Left-wing intellectuals of the time felt swept up in the rush of 
history, fully committed to a paradise that seemed close at hand. Karl 
Marx and Friedrich Engels had revealed the deep historical currents. 
The revolutionary vanguard led the way. John Reed, Harvard class of 
1910, went to Russia, joined the revolution, and wrote Ten Days That 
Shook the World. A few decades later, young Jewish radicals at the 
City College of New York would blow off their classes, hang around 
the student cafeteria, and argue about the future of communism in 
America. The Trotskyites sat in alcove one and the Stalinists sat in 
alcove two, and their arguments could last for six or eight hours at a 
time. The arguments consumed them. When the revolution came it 
would matter which interpretation of Marxism had the upper hand. 

I don’t know if I was really committed to Marxism—I called 
myself a Democratic Socialist back then—but I was committed to this 
kind of life: passionate intellectual engagement for the sake of justice 
and world historical change. 
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Then, in my second year of college, I was assigned a book called 
Reflections on the Revolution in France, by Edmund Burke. Burke 
argued against everything I believed in, or thought I believed in. He 
argued that revolutionary change is rash—you never know what sort 
of unintentional effects it is going to set off—that the power of reason 
is inadequate to understand the complexity of the world, and that we 
should respect the “just prejudice” of our culture, the traditions that 
have stood the test of time. He defended the decent drapery of life, 
the etiquette, manners, and chivalry, which, he said, give life its 
softness and society its glory. 

I can’t tell you how much I loathed that book. I wrote paper after 
paper pouring scorn on it. But, even then, I was vaguely aware that 
Burke had gotten under my skin. 


In my senior year, William F. Buckley, Jr., came to campus. I 
was a humor columnist at the school paper, and I wrote a savage 
parody of Buckley, basically accusing him of being a name-dropping 
blowhard. A professor named Nathan Tarcov handed the parody to 
Buckley, and apparently he thought it was funny, because at the end 
of his address to the student body he said, “David Brooks, if you’re in 
the audience I want to give you a job.” 


I wasn’t in the audience. I had been selected to appear on a PBS 
show to debate the great economist Milton Friedman, and so I was 
out in Palo Alto, where Friedman was working at the Hoover 
Institution. The conceit of the show was Friedman talking to the 
young. It was my first TV appearance, and you can find it on 
YouTube—me with big hair and round glasses that are roughly the 
circumference of the moon. On the show, I would make a point that I 
regurgitated from some left-wing book, then Friedman would 
destroy my point and then the camera would linger on my face for 
what felt like several hours as I tried to think of something to say. 

It took a week to tape all the episodes of that show. In the 
evenings, Friedman and his wife, Rose, would take us out to dinner 
and talk to us about economics. I had never seen a real live 
libertarian before, so this was a new world for me. I had also never 
encountered, face-to-face, a couple who had so totally given 
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themselves over to ideas and, through them, to each other. My mind 
was opened. I was and remain inspired by their life of shared 
intellectual mission. 


A few years later, I was working as a reporter on the south and 
west side of Chicago, covering, in part, some awful housing projects 
that had become basically unlivable. It occurred to me that these 
projects had been designed by sociologists who’d had the best of 
intentions—to raze the old tenements and replace them with 
something shiny and new. They didn’t realize that when they tore 
down the old tenements, they were also tearing down the invisible 
webs of support that people had built to make their lives bearable. 
The builders had made the neighborhoods materially better, for a 
time, but socially worse. They lacked epistemological modesty. 

It occurred to me that this was exactly what Burke warned 
about. I went back and read Reflections and was transfixed by it. I 
didn’t buy everything Burke was selling, but I now began to see some 
wisdom in this thing called conservatism. 


I reached out to Buckley and asked him if the job offer was still 
on the table. It was. Before long I was working at National Review. 
Suddenly I was enveloped within a movement of people that was as 
committed to ideas and revolutionary change as the Marxists I had 
read about in college. In fact, many of them were the same exact 
people. The modern conservative movement was largely started by 
former Marxists who had been mugged by reality—Whittaker 
Chambers, James Burnham, Irving Kristol, Max Eastman, and on 
and on. 

They carried the residue of their earlier stance. As Kristol, citing 
Trotsky, put it in his book Neoconservatism, “Joining a radical 
movement when one is young is very much like falling in love when 
one is young. The girl may turn out to be rotten, but the experience 
of love is so valuable it can never be entirely undone by the ultimate 
disenchantment.” 

It took me a few decades to find out what kind of conservative I 
was, but eventually I realized that Im a Burkean conservative. The 
core of what I think is true is contained in Burke’s Reflections. I don’t 
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doubt the power of ideas because that book changed my life. By 
naming a philosophy, it called into being some knowledge that was 
latent within me. It has become a foundation for how I view the 
world. Ideas have consequences. 


When they were old and near death, I asked both Friedman and 
Buckley if they felt content. They had each changed history in ways 
more profound than they could have expected when they set out. Did 
they feel they could rest now and be at peace? Neither man even 
understood what I was talking about. There was so much for them 
left to do. Until the day they died, they pushed ideas, lived for ideas, 
and tried to bend the world a little in the direction of their ideas. 
They were examples of what intellectual commitment looks like. 


How radical they were, at least when they started out. There was 
almost no one in America who agreed with them at the time. But 
hundreds of millions would eventually. There is something beautiful 
about somebody who stands against the tides on behalf of some idea 
and yells Change! 

I think back to my college years and am so grateful for a 
university—the University of Chicago—that gave me the open stacks 
where I could find The New Masses, and had the gall to force me to 
read a book that at the time I truly hated. A school can transform a 
life. 


THE HUMANISTIC IDEAL 


American higher education has evolved over the decades. For the last 
half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth, most 
universities believed in something Anthony Kronman of Yale Law 
School calls the “humanistic ideal.” This ideal held that a university's 
purpose was teleological—to help answer the ultimate questions of 
life. To put it more bluntly, the purpose of a school was to shape the 
students’ souls. 

“Character is the main object of education,” said Mary Woolley, 
president of Mount Holyoke a century ago. When J. F. Roxburgh, the 
headmaster of the Stowe School in Vermont, was asked in the 1920s 
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about the purpose of his institution, he said it was to turn out young 
men who were “acceptable at a dance, invaluable in a shipwreck.” 

It did that by exposing students to excellence. “One is apt to 
think of moral failure as due to weakness of character,” the British 
educator Sir Richard Livingstone wrote. “More often it is due to an 
inadequate ideal.” So one job of a teacher was, in this educational 
model, to hold up exemplars. “I make honorable things pleasant to 
children,” a Spartan educator put it. When the students emerged 
from school they would have had at least some contact with the best 
things human beings have thought and done. 

Since then, of course, universities have become more diverse 
and pluralistic. We’ve realized there can be no single ideal for how to 
live. The pace-setting universities gradually dropped the humanistic 
ideal and adopted what Kronman calls the “research ideal.” Bodies of 
knowledge such as biology, literature, and history were divided up 
into specialties and smaller and smaller subspecialties, and scholars 
worked away in their specialties trying to advance the frontiers of 
knowledge. 

A lot was discovered by this method, especially in the sciences, 
but, as Kronman argues, this emphasis on specialization “draws our 
attention away from the whole of our lives and requires that we focus 
on some small aspect of them instead.” The idea that one could 
survey the main forms of living, or ask big, vague questions like 
“What makes life worth living?” began to seem not only unrealistic 
but irresponsible and pernicious. “For it made the question of the 
meaning of life appear unprofessional—a question that no 
responsible teacher of the humanities could henceforth take 
seriously,” Kronman writes. The research ideal offers little way for 
the university to engage the student as a whole person, an entity that 
has longings and a hunger for meaning. It subtly says, Ignore the 
soul behind the curtain. 

It’s not that moral education was actively expelled from the 
universities, but the whole enterprise just became awkward, and 
people more or less let it drop. Moral development is tremendously 
important, everybody acknowledged, but it’s something you sort of 
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do on your own. Steven Pinker of Harvard summarized the research 
ethos of the modern university: “I have no idea how to get my 
students to build a self or become a soul. It isn’t taught in graduate 
school, and in the hundreds of faculty appointments and promotions 
I have participated in, we’ve never evaluated a candidate on how well 
he or she could accomplish it.” 


Students are taught to engage in critical thinking, to doubt, 
distance, and take things apart, but they are given almost no 
instruction on how to attach to things, how to admire, to swear 
loyalty to, to copy and serve. The universities, like the rest of society, 
are information rich and meaning poor. 

Fortunately, I went to one of those institutions that has one foot 
inside the research ideal and one foot still stubbornly planted in the 
humanistic ideal, the University of Chicago. When I attended, the 
study of the Great Books occupied at least the first two years of 
study, and often beyond. Our professors didn’t just teach the books, 
they proselytized them. Some of the old German refugees from 
World War II were still around then, and they held the belief, with a 
religious fervor, that the magic keys to the kingdom were in these 
books. The mysteries of life and how to live well were there for the 
seizing for those who read well and thought deeply. 

When I was a student, a legendary professor named Karl 
Weintraub was teaching Western Civilization. He epitomized the 
commitment and zeal that many put into the teaching of these books. 
Years later, when he was nearing death, he wrote to my classmate 
Carol Quillen about the difficulties of teaching Western Civ: 
“Sometimes when I have spent an hour or more, pouring all my 
enthusiasm and sensitivities into an effort to tell these stories in the 
fullness in which I see and experience them, I feel drained and 
exhausted. I think it works on the student, but I do not really know.” 

It is a tragedy of teaching that sometimes the professors pour 
more into the class than the students are able at their ages to receive. 
And in that way good teaching is like planting. Those teachers like 
Weintraub were inserting seeds that would burst in us years or 
decades later when the realities of adult life called them forth. I don’t 
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know about you, but I felt more formed by my college education 
twenty-five years out than I did on the day I graduated. 


There is an old saying that if you catch on fire with enthusiasm 
people will come for miles to watch you burn. Part of my education 
was just watching my professors burn. The essayist Joseph Epstein, 
who went to Chicago a quarter century before me, remembers the 
same tone of extensive erudition: “From the deep abyss of my late- 
adolescent ignorance,” Epstein remembers, “I never for a moment 
thought I could hope to emulate such men and women. I 
nevertheless somehow sensed that there was something immensely 
impressive about them. I mostly remember getting caught up in an 
immense admiration for these professors and these authors.” As the 
philosopher Eva Brann put it, there is a feeling of delightful humility 
in knowing that you are lesser, but are bound by love to something 
greater, that you recognize superiority and are inspired by it. 


Many say that Western Civ and this kind of Great Books 
education is an elitist enterprise dominated by dead white males. But 
Western Civ was and remains radicalism—a subversive, 
revolutionary counterculture that makes it impossible to remain fat 
and happy within the status quo. Western Civ is Socrates, a man so 
dangerous, his city couldn’t tolerate him living within it. Western Civ 
offers ways to step out of the cave and see reality in its true colors, 
not just as the shadows that ideologues are content to see. Western 
Civ took me outside the assumption of my time, outside the values of 
the modern meritocracy and America’s worship of success. Western 
Civ inspired me to spend my life pursuing a philosophy—to spend 
decades trying to find a worldview that could handle the complexity 
of reality, but also offer a coherent vision that could frame my 
responses to events and guide me through the vicissitudes of life. 
Western Civ is the rebel base I return to when I want to recharge my 
dissatisfactions with the current world. Once you’ve had a glimpse of 
the highest peaks of the human experience, it’s hard to live 
permanently in the flatlands down below. It’s a little hard to be 
shallow later in life, no matter how inclined in that direction you 
might be. 
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THE INTELLECTUAL VIRTUES 


The Chicago professors, like all initiators, did at least six things. 
First, they welcomed us into the tradition of scholars, the long line of 
men and women who have dedicated themselves to reading, 
thinking, agitating, and living more fully. They gave us entry into a 
long conversation, which, as the philosopher Michael Oakeshott 
wrote, is “an endless unrehearsed intellectual adventure in which, in 
imagination, we enter a variety of modes of understanding the world 
and ourselves and are not disconcerted by the differences or 
dismayed by the inconclusiveness of it all.” We were just novices in 
this eternal procession, but still we were part of it. 


Second, they introduced us to a range of history moral 
ecologies. All of us require a constructive philosophy of life, a set of 
criteria to determine what is more valuable than what. Fortunately, 
over the centuries human beings at different times and different 
places have come up with distinct systems of values and ways of 
finding meaning in the world. There is, for example, the Greek 
tradition, emphasizing honor and glory; the Hebraic tradition, 
emphasizing obedience to law and strictness of conscience; the 
Christian tradition, emphasizing humility, surrender, and grace; the 
Enlightenment project, based on reason, individual liberty, and 
personal freedom. Our professors threw these and other moral 
ecologies before us: Stoicism, German romanticism, Gnosticism, 
Buddhism, Confucianism, African animism, Marxism, feminism, 
deconstructionism. They didn’t tell us which moral ecology to live by, 
but offered us the chance to try on different ones and to see which 
one fit. 


Third, our professors taught us how to see. Seeing reality seems 
like a straightforward thing. You just look out and see the world. But 
anybody who is around politics knows how many of us see the world 
through the distorting lens of partisanship, how many of us see only 
what we want to see, and how many of us see through the filter of our 
fear, insecurity, or narcissism. 


Seeing well is not natural. It is an act of humility. It means 
getting your own self—your own needs and wishes—out of the way, 
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so that you can see the thing you're looking at as itself, and not just 
as a mirror of your own interests. Seeing well is a skill you learn from 
others who see reality clearly: Leonardo da Vinci, George Eliot, 
George Orwell, Jane Jacobs, James Baldwin, Leo Tolstoy. 


John Ruskin once wrote, “The greatest thing a human soul ever 
does in this world is to see something, and tell what it saw in a plain 
way. Hundreds of people can talk for one who can think, but 
thousands can think for one who can see.” 


The fourth thing our professors did was teach us intellectual 
courage. There is no such thing as thinking for yourself or thinking 
alone. All thinking is communication, and all the concepts in your 
head are inherited from a procession of thinkers stretching back 
thousands of years. We are social animals, and a lot of our thinking is 
in pursuit of bonding, not truth seeking. A lot of our thinking is 
trying to have the opinion that will help you win social approval and 
admittance into the right social circles. The hard part of intellectual 
life is separating what is true from what will get you liked. 


Fifth, they gave us emotional knowledge. To read Whitman as he 
exults in joy, to be with Antigone as she struggles to bury her 
brother, to travel with Galileo as he follows his discoveries wherever 
they may take him, to be with the mathematician Pascal as he feels 
the direct presence of God, or to travel with Sylvia Plath into the 
depths of madness is not necessarily to learn a new fact, but it is to 
have a new experience. 


Emotional knowledge, Roger Scruton argues, is knowing what to 
feel in certain situations—so that you can be properly disgusted by 
injustice, properly reverent before an act of self-sacrifice, properly 
sympathetic in friendship, and properly forbearing when wronged. 
This emotional knowledge is a skill that has to be acquired like any 
other. We are all born with certain basic emotions, but we have to be 
taught what it feels like to be in circumstances we haven't directly 
experienced—the sense of dehumanizing invisibility that Ralph 
Ellison experiences in the face of racism, the feeling of guilt that 
haunts a Holocaust survivor. We have to be taught the refined 
emotions: the tragic sadness that is appropriate when a good man is 
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undone by his own flaw, the stubborn courage of Joan of Arc in the 
face of the fire, the disciplined joy that Mozart puts into his “Jupiter” 
symphony. 

Sixth, Chicago gave us new things to love. All men and women 
are born with a desire to know. Children will stare at wheels and 
levers, driven by a passion to understand. We all get a little thrill 
when we come across a passage in a book that puts into words 
something we had vaguely intuited. When a poet captures an 
emotion perfectly, it doesn’t just seem true; it seems beautiful. 


Plato advised teachers to take advantage of this natural longing 
for beauty. Present more and more beautiful objects to students, and 
so form their imaginations in such a way that as they age they will 
desire more and more serious things. Start by presenting a student 
with a beautiful face. Once he has appreciated physical beauty, he 
will be grasped by a higher beauty, which is the beauty of lovely 
personality and a good person’s lovely heart. And when he has 
understood that, he will grasp at an even higher beauty, which is the 
beauty of a just society. And when he has seen that, he will hunger 
for a higher beauty still, which is the search for truth and wisdom, 
and when he has seen that, he will feel a longing for the ultimate 
form of beauty, which is beauty itself, the everlasting form of all- 
encompassing transcendent beauty, which neither flowers nor fades, 
to which nothing can be added and from which nothing can be 
subtracted—which for Plato was divinity itself. 


The teachers at Chicago aroused this hunger for higher beauties 
simply by putting some great masterworks in front of us, and by 
creating what can only be described as an erotic atmosphere around 
them. One evening, for example, I was doing my homework in the 
basement of the school’s main library, which is possibly the ugliest 
level of the ugliest building on God’s green earth. I was assigned to 
read a passage of Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy. I sat down at 
around seven o'clock and started reading. Sometime around ten- 
thirty I looked up, startled and shocked, and realized where I was. 
What happened in those intervening hours I can’t really tell you. I 
guess I was in a sort of trance. Maybe it was Nietzsche’s wicked 
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brilliance, the soaring incantations of his prose, or his subject, the 
primitive Dionysian dances that thousands of years ago drove the 
birth of drama. All I can tell you is the rest of the world slipped away; 
time slipped away. I was in the book, not in myself. 


Once you've had this kind of experience, you really want to have 
it again. None of us are as deep as the poet Rilke, but we can sort of 
understand what he was getting at: “I am learning to see. I don’t 
know why it is, but everything penetrates more deeply into me and 
does not stop at the place where until now it always used to finish. I 
have an inner self of which I was ignorant. Everything goes thither 
now. What happens there I do not know.” 

We walk into a college, most of us, with a certain set of normal 
desires, most of them having to do with being well thought of. But if 
the college does its job, it reveals the inner self, or at least the 
possibility of the inner self. “Man is a metaphysical being,” Jacques 
Maritain once wrote, “an animal that nourishes its life on 
transcendence.” By dragging you to that level, a university awakens a 
new set of desires—to understand this realm, to understand 
something about the eternal. 

The old desires don’t go away. You still want to be popular and 
good-looking and have fun. But it becomes obvious that there’s a 
hierarchy of desires. A sublime artistic experience is more worth 
wanting than a Snickers bar. The central message is to be watchful 
over what you love, because you become what you desire. 


David Foster Wallace grasped the importance of wanting well in 
his famous commencement address at Kenyon College: 


In the day-to-day trenches of adult life, there is actually 
no such thing as atheism. There is no such thing as not 
worshipping. Everybody worships. The only choice we get 
is what to worship. And an outstanding reason for 
choosing some sort of god or spiritual-type thing to 
worship—be it J.C. or Allah, be it Yahweh or the Wiccan 
mother-goddess or the Four Noble Truths or some 
infrangible set of ethical principles—is that pretty much 
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anything else you worship will eat you alive. If you 
worship money and things—if they are where you tap real 
meaning in life—then you will never have enough. Never 
feel you have enough. It’s the truth. Worship your own 
body and beauty and sexual allure and you will always feel 
ugly, and when time and age start showing, you will die a 
million deaths before they finally plant you....Worship 
power—you will feel weak and afraid, and you will need 
ever more power over others to keep the fear at bay. 
Worship your intellect, being seen as smart—you will end 
up feeling stupid, a fraud, always on the verge of being 
found out. 


The people and institutions who leave a mark provide you with 
better things to love, a new field of knowledge or a new form of 
carpentry or auto repair, or a new vision of social change. 
Leadership, Peter Drucker wrote, “is lifting a person’s vision to 
higher sights, raising of a person’s performance to a higher standard, 
of building a personality beyond its normal limitations.” 


Chicago, when I went there, had some problems. Many of us left 
school completely uneducated in the realm of jobs and career. While 
we were passionate about ideas, we tended to be estranged from 
other human beings. In those days, the institutional culture attracted 
the socially awkward and encouraged an interpersonal diffidence and 
aloofness that has taken me years to overcome, and I never really 
have. But the place did put us in ardent contact with ideal visions of 
the human condition. It made us all aware of what people are 
capable of. It offered us the true wine, and made it harder later in life 
to be satisfied with the cheap stuff. Everyone says that a university 
like Chicago is a heady and brainy place. But that was actually the 
opposite of my experience. What Chicago did most excellently was 
train the heart. 


When I go back and think about our classroom discussions, the 
topics of our papers, and the rambling dining hall and bar-stool 
conversations, they were really about trying to figure out what was 
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worth wanting, what desire was better than the others, what longings 
were to be embraced and which ones were to be subordinated or 
renounced. 


One of the nicest compliments I ever got from one of my own 
students, at Yale, came on the last day of class: “This class has made 
me sadder,” one outstanding man reflected. He meant it in a good 
way, and I took it as that. Once you’ve been introduced to some of 
history’s greatest lovers, and seen what kind of love is possible, it’s 
hard to feel completely satisfied because you have an A average. 
You'll always be plagued by a sort of dissatisfaction. Moreover, that 
dissatisfaction will never go away, because the more progress you 
make toward your ideals, the more they seem to recede into the 
distance. As artists get better at their craft, their vision of what they 
are capable of dashes out even further ahead. 

But ultimately joy is found not in satisfying your desires but in 
changing your desires so you have the best desires. The educated life 
is a journey toward higher and higher love. 
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TWENTY 


Religious Commitment 


Wendell Berry’s novel Jayber Crow is about a young man who has 
had a series of failures at school and work that leave him at loose 
ends and unattached. So, in the depths of the Great Depression, he 
packed his things into a cardboard box and started to walk toward 
his ancestral home in Port William, Kentucky. 

As he walked, a great torrential rain began to fall, swelling the 
Kentucky River and sweeping away bridges and houses. Trudging 
through the stormy night, he found one bridge still standing and 
recklessly crossed it. From out there on the crest of that bridge, he 
said, the river 


was like a living element. It was like a big crowd shouting. 
And above or within the uproar of the water, I could hear 
the sleet hissing down. I could feel the river throbbing in 
the bridge. I can’t say that I was not afraid, but it seemed 
the fear was not in me but in the air, like the sound of the 
river. It seemed to be something I had gone into and 
could not expect to get out of easily or very soon. 


He could see barrels, logs, whole trees, and pieces of houses 
being swept along by the currents, and a Bible passage popped into 
his head: “The earth was without form, and void; and darkness was 
upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face 
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of the waters.” It was as if Crow were traveling back in time to some 
primal awareness: 


I’m not sure that I can tell you what was happening to me 
then, or that I know even now. At the time I surely wasn’t 
trying to tell myself. But after all my years of reading in 
that book and hearing it read and believing and 
disbelieving it, I seemed to have wandered my way back 
to the beginning—not just of the book, but of the world— 
and all the rest that was yet to come. I felt knowledge 
crawl over my skin. 


He marched onward, trying to make his way to Port William, but 
constantly taking wrong turns and getting lost, his teeth chattering in 
the cold and hunger stabbing at his stomach. He finally came to a 
town where refugees from the flood were stumbling into the town 
hall, looking for food and shelter. Crow joined the drenched lost 
souls and was met by love—caring volunteers from somewhere who 
were buzzing around and offering food and coffee. 


He watched the parents around the hall tenderly put their kids 
to bed in the makeshift shelter. He was bone-tired and closed his 
eyes but didn’t fall asleep. In his mind’s eye he saw the river again. 
But this time, inwardly, he saw the whole river, its entire length, with 
the currents picking up logs and a barn and maybe an entire house 
itself. The world seemed to be cast adrift and tossed about on the 
currents. 


And I knew that the Spirit that had gone forth to shape 
the world and make it live was still alive in it. I just had no 
doubt. I could see that I lived in the created world, and it 
was still being created. I would be part of it forever. There 
was no escape. The Spirit that made it was in it, shaping it 
and reshaping it, sometimes lying at rest, sometimes 
standing up and shaking itself, like a muddy horse, and 
letting the pieces fly. 
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Crow broke through to a deeper awareness that night. A spiritual 
knowledge crawled, as he put it, over his skin. 


Just as earlier in this book I mentioned that I collect people’s 
accounts of joy, so do I also collect people’s accounts of mystical 
experiences. These are moments when the shell of normal reality 
cracks, and people perceive some light from someplace beyond 
shining though. 

Many of these experiences, unsurprisingly, happen in nature. In 
The Varieties of Religious Experience, William James quotes a man 
who had such a moment as bold as a thunderclap: 


I remember the night, and almost the very spot on the 
hill-top, where my soul opened out, as it were, into the 
Infinite, and there was a rushing together of the two 
worlds, the inner and the outer. It was deep calling unto 
deep—the deep that my own struggle had opened up 
within being answered by the unfathomable deep without, 
reaching beyond the stars. I stood alone with Him who 
had made me, and all the beauty of the world, and love, 
and sorrow, and even temptation. I did not seek Him, but 
felt the perfect unison of my spirit with His. 


A surprising number of history’s great figures have had mystical 
experiences while in prison. The experience of being imprisoned 
takes away everything else—material striving, external freedom, their 
busy schedules. For at least a few people, inner experience and 
spiritual states become all that they have. The realization dawns 
upon them that these inner states are actually the essential 
experience in life, and everything else is secondary. 


Anwar Sadat was imprisoned during World War II for plotting 
against British imperialism. In his memoir, In Search of Identity, he 
recalled that in prison, “I was able to transcend the confines of time 
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and place. Spatially, I did not live in a four-walled cell but in the 
entire universe.” With material things taken away, he felt somehow 
larger. “I felt I had stepped into a vaster and more beautiful world 
and my capacity for endurance redoubled. I felt I could stand the 
pressure, whatever the magnitude of a given problem.” His 
emotional stance altered. “When my individual entity merged into 
the vaster entity of all existence, my point of departure became love 
of home (Egypt), love of all being, love of God.” 

Vaclav Havel grew up in communist Czechoslovakia. The 
Marxist doctrine spewed out by the state was based on material 
determinism, the belief that the work a person does and the physical 
conditions of life determine who he is and how he thinks. When 
Havel was thrown into prison in 1977 for his dissident activity, he 
discovered that this was not the case. Material reality is not the 
fundamental driving force in human history, he concluded; spiritual 
reality is. 

“The specific experience I’m talking about has given me one 
certainty,” Havel wrote. 


Consciousness precedes being, and not the other way 
around, as Marxists claim. For this reason, the salvation 
of this human world lies nowhere else than in the human 
heart, in the human power to reflect, in human modesty, 
in human responsibility. Without a global revolution in 
the sphere of human consciousness, nothing will change 
for the better. 


Havel grew quite ill in prison and nearly died. One day, while 
looking through the prison fence, he saw the top of a tree. As he 
gazed at the tree, he was, as he wrote to his wife, Olga, 


overcome by a sensation that is difficult to describe: all at 
once I seemed to rise above all the coordinates of my 
momentary existence in the world into a kind of state 
outside time in which all the beautiful things I had ever 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 


232/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM 


Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


seen and experienced existed in a total “co-present”; I felt 
a sense of reconciliation, indeed of an almost gentle 
assent to the inevitable course of events as revealed to me 
now, and this combined with a carefree determination to 
face what had to be faced. 

A profound amazement at the sovereignty of Being 
became a dizzying sensation of tumbling endlessly into 
the abyss of its mystery; an unbounded joy at being alive, 
at having been given the chance to live through all I have 
lived through, and at the fact that everything has a deep 
and obvious meaning—this joy formed a strange alliance 
in me with a vague horror at the inapprehensibility and 
unattainability of everything I was so close to in that 
moment, standing at the very “edge of the infinite”; I was 
flooded with a sense of ultimate happiness and harmony 
with the world and with myself, with that moment, with 
all the moments I could call up, and with everything 
invisible that lies behind it and which has meaning. I 
would even say that I was somehow “struck by love,” 
though I don’t know precisely for whom or what. 


Viktor Frankl experienced life in the Nazi concentration camps 
as a constant assault on a person’s dignity. He found that he couldn’t 
control his life, but he could control his response to what was 
imposed upon him. He could exercise an “inner hold,” which meant 
enduring suffering in a dignified way. Life became not only a physical 
struggle but a spiritual one, a struggle to protect his own humanity 
from the dehumanizing conditions that surrounded him. “In reality 
there was an opportunity and a challenge,” he wrote. 


One could make a victory of those experiences, turning 
life into an inner triumph, or one could ignore the 
challenge and simply vegetate. 

The way in which a man accepts his fate and all the 
suffering it entails, the way in which he takes up his cross, 
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gives him ample opportunity—even under the most 
difficult cireumstances—to add a deeper meaning to his 
life. 


Frankl discovered that while the body grows according to what it 
consumes, the soul grows by the measure of love it pours out. 


We who lived in concentration camps can remember the 
men who walked through the huts comforting others, 
giving away their last piece of bread. They may have been 
few in number, but they offer sufficient proof that 
everything can be taken from a man but one thing—the 
last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in 
any given circumstances, to choose one’s own way. 


One winter morning, Frankl was with a group of other prisoners 
digging a trench in icy ground. The sky was gray, the rags they wore 
were gray, their faces were gray. He began conversing, silently, in his 
head, with his beloved wife, even though she was somewhere outside 
the camp and might have already been dead. He scratched at the 
ground for hours while internally declaring his love for his wife. 
Suddenly a strange feeling came over him: 


I sensed my spirit piercing through the enveloping gloom. 
I felt it transcend that hopeless meaningless world, and 
from somewhere I heard a victorious “Yes” in answer to 
my question of the existence of an ultimate purpose. 


At that moment, a light went on in a distant farmhouse. 


The guard passed by, insulting me, and once again I 
communed with my beloved. More and more I felt that 
she was present, that she was with me; I had the feeling 
that I was able to touch her, able to stretch out my hand 
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and grasp hers. The feeling was very strong; she was 
there. 


A bird flew down silently and perched in front of him. They 
gazed at one another. 


For the first time in my life I saw the truth as it is set into 
song by so many poets, proclaimed as the final wisdom by 
so many thinkers. The truth—that love is the ultimate and 
highest goal to which man can aspire. Then I grasped the 
meaning of the greatest secret that human poetry and 
human thought and belief have to impart: The salvation 
of man is through love and in love. I understand how a 
man who has nothing left in this world may still know 
bliss, be it only for a brief moment, in the contemplation 
of his beloved. 


Frankl said that this was the first time he understood the words 
“The angels are lost in perpetual contemplation of infinite glory.” He 
spent the rest of his long life arguing that human beings’ primary 
motive is not for money or even happiness, but for meaning. We are 
driven above all to understand the purpose of our lives. Once that is 
understood even the most miserable conditions cannot upend inner 
peace. 


Frankl came to realize that it didn’t even matter if his beloved 
was gone from this world. It was the pouring forth of love that was 
salvific. He found, in the course of his research in the camp, that the 
prisoners who died quickly of disease or some breakdown were those 
who had nothing outside the camp that they were committed to. But 
those who survived had some external commitment that they desired 
and pushed toward, whether it was a book they felt called to write or 
a wife they were compelled to come back to. 


One day in the concentration camp, he met a young woman, ill 
and dying in the infirmary. “I am grateful that fate has hit me so 
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hard,” she told him. “In my former life I was spoiled and did not take 
spiritual accomplishments seriously.” 


She was lonely in her deathbed, but, she told him, she had 
befriended the only living creature she could see, a chestnut tree just 
outside her window. “This tree is the only friend I have in my 
loneliness,” she told Frankl. She said she often talked to the tree. 
Startled, Frankl didn’t know how to respond, but eventually asked if 
the tree talked back to her. She said that it did. It said: “I am here—I 
am here—I am life, eternal life.” That transcendent connection with 
eternal life explained the young woman’s tranquility and good cheer 
in the face of death. 

“Bless you, prison,” the Soviet dissident Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn 
wrote in The Gulag Archipelago. “Bless you for being in my life. For 
there, lying upon the rotting prison straw, I came to realize that the 
object of life is not prosperity as we are made to believe, but the 
maturity of the human soul.” 


In the course of his imprisonment, Solzhenitsyn looked at the 
guard who treated him most cruelly. He realized that if fate had 
made him a prison guard instead of a prisoner, perhaps he would 
have been cruel, too. He came to realize that the line between good 
and evil passes not between tribes or nations but straight through 
every human heart. Prison, and the tyranny it represented, gave 
Solzhenitsyn a sense of participation in a larger story: “It makes me 
happier, more secure, to think that I do not have to plan and manage 
everything for myself, that I am only a sword made sharp to smite 
the unclean forces, an enchanted sword to cleave and disperse them. 
Grant, O Lord, that I may not break as I strike! Let me not fall from 
Thy hand!” 


Many people look at these spiritual experiences with blinking 
disbelief: What on earth are you talking about? Many people have 
never had such experiences and so understandably have trouble 
believing in these supposedly hidden dimensions of existence you 
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can’t actually provide any evidence of. And, frankly, there are good 
reasons to mistrust these experiences. Maybe they are just the 
product of some cocktail of brain chemicals, some hallucination, an 
altered state caused by weariness or stress. In that case they are 
certainly not something to base your life around. 


Believers, on the other hand, look at atheists with the same 
blinking disbelief. As Christian Wiman writes in My Bright Abyss, 


Really? You have never felt overwhelmed by, and in some 
way inadequate to, an experience in your life, have never 
felt something in yourself staking a claim beyond your 
self, some wordless mystery straining through words to 
reach you? Never? Religion is not made of these 
moments; religion is the means of making these moments 
part of your life rather than merely radical intrusions so 
foreign and perhaps even fearsome that you can’t even 
acknowledge their existence afterward. Religion is what 
you do with these moments of over-mastery in your life. 


The universe is alive and connected, these moments tell us. 
There are dimensions of existence you never could have imagined 
before. Quantum particles inexplicably flip together, even though 
they are separated by vast differences of time and space. Somehow 
the world is alive and communicating with itself. There is some 
interconnecting animating force, and we are awash in that force, 
which we with our paltry vocabulary call love. 

The odd thing about these moments is that, as Wiman 
continues, “it is not only as if we were suddenly perceiving something 
in reality we had not perceived before, but as if we ourselves were 
being perceived.” 
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TWENTY-ONE 


A Most Unexpected Turn of Events 


Some people have dramatic stories of how they came to faith. A 
blinding light appeared! A voice called forth! The trumpets blared! I 
don’t have that. I am telling you the story of my journey to faith 
because even though every leap of faith is mystical and absurd by any 
normal logic, I want to illustrate how normal it can be. It can happen 
to the most spiritually average person. But you wind up in an 
astonishing place, believing that God is, in Paul Tillich’s phrase, the 
ground of being. 

I first heard the biblical stories as a kid—Noah and the ark, 
David and Goliath, Esther and Haman, Abraham and Isaac. These 
tales were just part of the architecture of my childhood. In my life, 
and even in Hebrew school, they were myth, performing the 
functions of myth—helping me understand right and wrong, helping 
me to grapple with my emotions, helping me to understand heroism 
and all the rest of that Bruno Bettelheim stuff. They also helped me 
understand my group, the Jewish people. Those stories, starting with 
biblical stories and then blending up through historical stories of 
Hanukkah and the Holocaust, were the stories of our people and our 
identity. They helped me understand the consistency of my group 
across the vast horizon of time. 

Then, in college and early adulthood, I began to use them as 
wisdom literature, as tools for understanding and solving the 
problems of life. The characters in the Bible are normal, mottled 
human beings who are confronted with moral challenges. The key 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 


238/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM 


Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


question is whether they respond to the challenge with the right 
inner posture—whether they express charity when it is called for, 
forgiveness when it is necessary, and great humility before goodness. 
David shows us what bravery looks like in the face of Goliath. 
Solomon illustrates wisdom before the women and the baby. Boaz 
exemplifies loving-kindness toward Ruth. During this phase I held 
these stories at arm’s length, to see what useful information they 
might have. I was big, and the stories were small, just an old book in 
my hands to be used by me in leading my life. 


Over the decades things began to change imperceptibly. Life 
happened and, as Wiman puts it, “My old ideas were not adequate 
for the extremes of joy and grief I experienced.” These stories kept 
coming back, but they changed, as if re-formed by the alchemy of 
time. They grew bigger and deeper, more fantastical and more 
astonishing. Wait, God asked Abraham to kill his own son? 


I suppose this happens to most of us as we age: We get smaller, 
and our dependencies get bigger. We become less fascinating to 
ourselves, less inclined to think of ourselves as the author of all that 
we are, and at the same time we realize how we have been the ones 
shaped—by history, by family, by forces beyond awareness. And I 
think what changed, in the most incremental, boring way possible, is 
that at some point I had the sensation that these stories are not 
fabricated tales happening to other, possibly fictional, people: They 
are the underlying shape of reality. They are renditions of the 
recurring patterns of life. They are the scripts we repeat. 


Adam and Eve experienced temptation and a fall from grace, 
and we experience temptation and a fall from grace. Moses led his 
people from bondage meanderingly toward a promised land, and we 
take a similar spiritual journey. The psalmist looked into himself and 
asked, “Soul, why are you so downcast?” and we still do that. The 
prodigal son returned, and his father, infused by grace and love, ran 
out to meet him. Sometimes we, too, are outrageously forgiven. 
These stories are not just about common things that happen to 
people. They are representations of ongoing moral life. We are alive 
in the natural world, and we use science to understand that layer of 
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aliveness. We are also alive in another dimension, the dimension of 
spirit and meaning. We use the biblical stories to understand that 
dimension of aliveness. 

“I can only answer the question ‘What am I to do?’” Alasdair 
MacIntyre wrote, “if I can answer the prior question ‘Of what story or 
stories do I find myself a part?’” If there are no overarching stories, 
then life is meaningless. Life does not feel meaningless. These stories 
provide, in their simple yet endlessly complex ways, a living script. 
They provide the horizon of meaning in which we live our lives—not 
just our individual lives, but our lives together. These stories describe 
a great moral drama, which is not an individual drama but a shared 
drama. We are still a part of this drama, as Jayber Crow put it, 
created and being created still. 


A PILGRIMAGE TOWARD FAITH 


A pilgrimage is a journey undertaken in response to a story. I was 
raised in a Jewish home, which means I was raised within the 
Exodus myth. The amazing thing about Exodus is that, as the great 
Torah scholar Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg observes, it was a story that 
happened in order to be told. God commands Moses to tell the story 
of the liberation before He actually performs the liberation. 


As a young man, I didn’t know if there ever was a man named 
Moses or if Jews were ever enslaved in Egypt. I tended to doubt it. 
There’d be more archeological evidence, I figured. 


But Jews have been telling this story to one another for 
thousands of years, and in the telling it has become true. In the 
telling and passing down, Exodus has become the shaping reality of 
Jewish life, how Jews understand and fashion their lives. It’s how 
Jews understood exile. It’s why, year after year, Jews continue to 
dream: Next year in Jerusalem! The Jewish migration to America 
was the ultimate Exodus story. So was the return home, to the state 
of Israel. In all of these cases, Exodus was reenacted. The story was 
the landscape, the living creation, on which Jews lived out their lives. 

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook put it clearly: “With a penetrating 
consciousness, we come to realize that the essential event of the 
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Exodus is one that never ceases at all. The public and manifest 
revelation of God’s hand in world history is an explosion of light of 
the divine soul which lives and acts throughout the world.” 


Exodus is a journey of spiritual formation. Slaves in Egypt, the 
Jews are not capable of running their own lives. They were not even 
capable of being saved by others. They are described as hopeless, 
dejected, passive, apathetic, and in despair. Fear has caused them to 
close in on themselves, to become secretive, inert, and weak. 
Reduced to a childlike state by oppression, they are unable to accept 
responsibility for themselves. 

God must build a people capable of upholding His covenant, 
capable of exercising agency and accepting responsibility for their 
own lives. He yanks them out of Egypt, and He keeps them moving 
even when they want to crawl back into slavery. He forces Moses to 
take on the mantle of leadership, even though Moses tries to evade 
this responsibility. He forces the diverse tribes into relationship with 
one another and compels them to overcome the normal human fear 
of being judged and rejected. He sends His people into the 
wasteland. Difficulty, as Rabbi Nachman of Breslov notes, can have a 
paradoxical effect. It doesn’t always make a people more passive; it 
sometimes arouses a desire to fight back. Obstacles can arouse 
desire. Slowly the Israelites begin to show signs of life. 

The trek through the wilderness is not only an ordeal that gives 
them strength. They are living out a narrative that gives them 
identity. Before long, they are singing. They are crossing the Red Sea, 
and Miriam and the other women are leading them in song. Soon, 
they are able to trust again. People who have been betrayed and 
oppressed cannot trust and therefore cannot have faith. But 
eventually the Jews, even with all their constant kvetching and 
whining, do learn that sometimes promises are kept, that God 
abides. They become a people capable of faith, capable of receiving 
law, obeying law, and upholding their end of the covenant. 


It’s interesting that Moses descended from Sinai at the exact 
moment his people were worshipping the golden calf. He was 
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bringing them the law that would make them an adult people at the 
exact moment they were behaving like children. 

That’s a reminder that the passage into adulthood, and a leap of 
faith, doesn’t happen when you are ready to make it. It happens, 
Zornberg says, when you are not quite ready. The leap is made by 
one who is hurried, troubled, a little nervous but still ecstatic and 
energetic. Exodus is not just describing a ragtag group of people 
wandering around in the desert. It is describing how resilient people 
are made. It’s an eternal story of spiritual and moral formation that 
happens again and again and again. 

My ancestors also lived in a state of fear, a state of hiddenness, 
cowering from the terror brought by the thundering Cossacks, the 
mob violence of the pogrom. They, too, had to be awakened by a 
journey across the wilderness and the rough arrival in the new land. 
They, too, arrived with an aroused desire. My maternal great- 
grandfather opened a kosher butcher shop on the Lower East Side of 
Manhattan, married a German Jew, and began the great climb 
upward. The shop flourished, and that freed my grandfather, 
Bernard Levy, to go to City College, the free university where young 
Jews went to make it in America. 

My grandfather then went to Columbia Law School, took the 
middle name “Justinian” to distinguish himself from the other Levys, 
and got a job in a Jewish law firm in the Woolworth Building, at one 
point the tallest building in the world. Another step up the ladder. He 
spent much of his time writing briefs and some of it trying to get his 
letters to the editor published in The New York Times. 

He did not live to see me become a columnist there, but he set 
me on the path. He showed me the route upward, the long trek that 
our people must take from the cramped apartments of Brooklyn, the 
Bronx, and the Lower East Side up to the glimmering vistas of 
Madison Avenue, Fifth Avenue, the promised land. He wrote me 
beautiful letters telling the family stories—his mother’s hard-boiled 
sayings, his own tricks for getting ahead (always buy the nicest shoes 
you can afford). He delighted in my writing and showed me that you 
could write your way up. We didn’t make that Exodus with our feet in 
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my generation but with our wits. He and his daughter, my mother, 
subtly communicated that immigrant mentality—the feeling of being 
an outsider, yet just a bit cleverer and more hardworking than those 
insiders. The culture of immigrant Jews instilled a burning hunger to 
make it. The hunger, once implanted, stays as you age, but the food it 
seeks changes. Success is no longer enough. 

We only said the Shema on the High Holy Days, but we recited 
the “Did you know is a Jew?” every day. All the geniuses turned out 
to be Jews: Einstein, Freud, Marx, Lionel Trilling. All the 
entertainers turned out to be Jews: the Gershwins, the Marx 
Brothers, Lauren Bacall and Kirk Douglas, Sandy Koufax and Woody 
Allen. All the writers, all the playwrights, and, yes, even the 
surprising Jews: Marilyn Monroe, Bob Dylan, and Sammy Davis, Jr. 
Exodus was the journey from obscurity to accomplishment. It was a 
journey from oblivion to excellence. We had exchanged the robes of 
the righteous for the dream of the Nobel Prize. Israel wasn’t so much 
the Holy Land; it was the tiny David that beat Goliath and won the 
Six-Day War. In the modern Exodus, every little Ralph Lifshitz could 
rise up to be Ralph Lauren. 


I had a fantastically happy childhood. My parents gave me 
support, attention, conversation, and love, though it was never 
actually expressed in words or in hugs. I knew what it meant to be 
loved, but I didn’t know how to express it. For example, when I was 
about twenty-two, I visited my grandfather in the hospital. His room 
was stifling hot, and he sat in a chair in a robe. The doctors did not 
give him long to live. 


“Tm a dead duck,” he told me as I walked in. We talked about 
this and that for the next few hours, and then when I got up to leave 
he let out a sob and said to me, “Oh God, I love you so.” My family 
had always shown and presumed love, but we didn’t talk about it. I 
froze, unpracticed, not knowing what to say. It was constipation of 
the heart, I guess. I acknowledged his love but I was too inhibited to 
tell him I loved him back, and he died without ever hearing those 
words from me. 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 


243/360 


12/13/23, 10:58 PM Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


This was the Jewish ethos of my childhood. Imagine a better 
future; build a better future. Don’t let them destroy us. Make it in the 
promised land. It was a worldly ethos, but it grew out of a deeper and 
more eternal one. We are commanded to co-create the world. We are 
commanded to finish what God has begun. Our common salvation 
comes through works and good deeds. Salvation through work. 
Survival through intelligence. Righteousness is something you 
achieve together, collectively as a people. And then you argue about 
it over a dinner table. If I had to capture the core of my Jewish 
experience, it would be this: Eighteen people sitting around a 
Shabbat dinner table, all of them talking at once, all of them 
following all eighteen conversations that are simultaneously crossing 
the table, all of them correcting the eighteen wrong things that other 
people have just said. 


GRACE 


The other odd thing about my Exodus story is that it led to church. 
One of the ways New York Jews assimilated in the middle of the 
twentieth century was by embracing Anglophilia. The genteel, 
elegant, stiff-upper-lip English aristocracy seemed like the farthest 
point possible from the squabbling mobs of the Ukrainian shtetl, the 
past that American Jews were running away from. 


A certain sort of Jew became an Anglophile. The slogan was, 
“Think Yiddish, Act British.” Jews such as Isaiah Berlin, Gertrude 
Himmelfarb, and Lionel Trilling glommed on to Dickens, 
Shakespeare, Burke, and Jane Austen. Jewish parents began giving 
their children English names in the hopes that nobody would think 
their boys were Jewish: Norman, Irving, Milton, Sidney, and Lionel. 
(It didn’t work; now everybody thinks of those names as Jewish 
names.) 

My parents studied Victorian literature and Victorian history. 
My turtles growing up were named Disraeli and Gladstone, after the 
two Victorian prime ministers. The poetry in our house was Auden. I 
wound up spending my childhood with the Episcopalians. My 
nursery school was called St. George’s. My elementary school was 
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Grace Church School, on lower Broadway in Manhattan. My summer 
camp, which I attended for fifteen years and was the center of my 
childhood, was Incarnation Camp, sponsored by the Church of the 
Incarnation on Madison Avenue. 


We can never know how the precious moments of early 
childhood shape a life. Influences come in and are buried so deep it’s 
hard to see the mechanism by which they wield their power. But I do 
remember sitting there at the chapel services each morning at Grace 
Church School, singing the hymns and reciting the prayers and, most 
of all, staring up at the soaring gothic arches of the apse. I loved the 
songs, but it was the architecture that communicated a sense of 
loftiness—the complex weave of columns, the biblical heroes looking 
down from the stained glass, the dark wood pews. I was living in a 
fairy tale, a land of timeless figures, hidden forces, chivalry, and 
infinite depth. 


The first glimmerings of faith came to me architecturally— 
during those mornings at Grace, and then years later at Chartres. 
Grace Church is at Tenth and Broadway, near the Strand bookstore. 
It is in a normal, crowded part of Manhattan, and in fact Broadway 
bends to accommodate it. But to leave the sidewalk and enter the 
church is to walk into a deeper story. The Kingdom of Heaven is 
announced on the facade; you sink into a hushed reverence inside 
the door as the world falls away; you take the slow journey down the 
aisle and glimpse the heroes of the faith in the chapels and windows 
on either side. There’s the moment of illumination in the transept, as 
light floods in from all directions, and then, turning around, the glory 
of the rose windows. Grace isn’t a big church, but it seemed infinite 
to me. 

I learned the Lord’s Prayer at Grace, the hymns and the 
liturgies, and of course I became acquainted with the story of Jesus. I 
sort of knew he was on the other team. There were lots of Jews at 
Grace then, and we didn’t sing his name when it came up in the 
hymns. In my memory the whole volume in the church would drop. 

In its outline, the Jesus story is a pretty familiar myth, which 
probably recurs in all cultures: The city is riven by fractures, by 
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cycles of vengeance and counter-vengeance. The only way to purge 
the hatred and division is by piling the sins of the community onto a 
scapegoat. It is by casting out the scapegoat that the sins of the 
society can be externalized and expurgated. It is by killing the 
scapegoat that unity is achieved. 


Jesus is the classic scapegoat, the innocent outsider that all the 
groups could rally around in their bloodlust, and dump their hatreds 
on. The only thing that is different about the Jesus story—and it is a 
big difference—is that in this story Jesus came to earth precisely to 
be the scapegoat. He volunteered for this job, forgave those who 
executed him, and willingly carried the sins of the world on his 
shoulders. He came precisely to bow down, to suffer, and to redeem 
the world. He came not to be the awesome conquering Messiah that 
most of us would want, but to be the lamb, to submit, to love his 
enemies. He came not to be the victim of sin but the solution. His 
strength was self-sacrificial, and his weapon love so that we might 
live. 


That’s a clever plot twist. 


AMPHIBIAN 


In my semi-secular world of Jewish New York, we put peoplehood 
before faith. We were living in the shadow of the Holocaust, so 
survival was not taken for granted. We celebrated effort, work, 
smarts, discipline, accomplishment, achievement. In the rabbinic 
tradition, the Messiah was associated with poverty, righteousness 
associated with the poor and the miserable. But that is not how 
Judaism is lived out in American culture. We were pointing toward 
accomplishment. 


But the Jesus story was not about worldly accomplishment. It 
was nearly about its opposite. Jesus bowed down in order to rise up; 
he died so others might live. Christians are not saved by works but by 
faith. In fact, you can’t earn the prize of salvation, because it has 
already been given to you by grace. 

In the Christian story, the poor are closer to God, not the 
accomplished; the children, not the prominent. The meek are the 
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blessed ones—the leper, the wounded, and those who bear pain. 
Jesus was blandly uninterested in the rich and the powerful, who 
could have done him a lot of good and around which everything in 
the outside world revolved. He gravitated downward—to the 
prostitute, the outcast, and the widow. 

In the story of my childhood, the pushy are blessed for they 
getteth shit done. But the Christian way is the little way—small acts 
of radical kindness done with great love. In my world, you take 
possession of your life, exercising agency. But in the Christian one, 
you are not even the owner of yourself. Your talents merely flow 
through you; you give yourself to the one who made you. 

In my childhood world, you delivered yourself from the slavery 
of other men’s oppression. Jesus also offers delivery from slavery, 
but it is a different kind of slavery—the slavery to pride, to ego, to 
self. In my world, wisdom was revered, but in the Christian world 
God chose what is foolish in the world to confound the wise, and he 
chose the weak to shame the strong. The meek shall inherit the earth. 


I was and remain an amphibian, living half in water and half on 
land. I wish I could remember being confused by the two different 
stories that were rattling around in my head. But the truth is, I don’t 
really remember that. I was just raised in a dualism. 

Judaism came to me through the precious lineage of my family 
and our people, especially all those great-uncles and -aunts with 
their Yiddish, their strange names (Aggie and Fagel), their matzo 
balls, the way they could feud and scream at one another for hours 
around the kitchen table. Christianity came to me as an arm draped 
around my shoulder, a hug, the sweaty contact of a basketball game. 

Starting at age six, I spent my summers at Incarnation Camp, 
two months a year that overshadowed the other ten. The camp was 
Episcopalian in that progressive mainline sort of way—we sang “Puff, 
the Magic Dragon” and “If I Had a Hammer” along with “Lord of the 
Dance.” We were always rising and shining and giving God our glory, 
glory. The only explicitly religious people were the God Squadders, 
Christian hippies who played guitars, smoked weed, and expressed 
their love of Jesus through their hairstyles. But everybody else was 
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implicitly Christian. There were tons of PKs—preachers’ kids—who 
had grown up with the Gospel and, a lot of the time, exemplified it. 
There was no success or failure at Incarnation, not even much status 
or lack of status. There was love, free flowing and unabashed. 


We lived in tents, cooked meals over an open fire, swam and 
sailed in a mile-long lake, and had intimacy forced upon us. 
Incarnation is the most successfully integrated community I’ve ever 
experienced. Half the campers were from Westchester or fancy 
private schools in Manhattan, and the other half from the poorest 
areas of Brooklyn and the Bronx. We learned courage—to cliff-dive 
into the lake, to shoot the rapids on a canoe trip, to sneak across the 
camp at midnight to be with your girlfriend. Every significant rite of 
adolescent passage happened at Incarnation—weed, first drinks, 
kissing, second base, third. Every early metaphysical sensation 
happened there, too—the feeling on a canoe trip of seeing a 
mountain at dawn, the way a simple rock can be coated with 
enchantment when it was the place you sat during the first raptures 
of teenage love. I have few friends left over from high school or 
college, but I have about forty or fifty lifelong friends from camp, and 
for decades they did not even realize that Brooksie had a first name. 


There were many people who left a mark at Incarnation, but I'll 
pick out just one, a counselor and unit director named Wes 
Wubbenhorst. He was a big, athletic, goofy man-child. His 
conversation was all overflowing enthusiasm, interspersed with 
whistles, pops, weird exclamations, sudden laughter, and good cheer. 
He was always interrupting himself mid-sentence as another thing 
that delighted him sprang into consciousness. He lived to be over 
sixty and walked through the darkest parts of the world, but I don’t 
think he ever learned to talk in that serious way adults do. Some 
piece of him always remained a Holy Child. 

I've come to recognize people who were formed by a camp, and 
they often had what Wes had: bubbling enthusiasm, a radiance, a 
wardrobe mostly of old sneakers, tattered shorts, and ripped T- 
shirts. Wes later became an Episcopal priest. He ministered to the 
poor in Honduras, comforted victims of domestic violence. His God 
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was a God of love, and his life at camp was training for his mission of 
selfless love. He was, as the saying goes, a man for others: 
enthusiastically waking you up in the morning and singing you to 
bed each night, the best passer on the basketball court I’ve ever 
encountered. When someone did something extraordinarily stupid, 
he would just smile and sigh in wonder at the wackiness of life. 

When I was a seventeen-year-old counselor and he was maybe 
twenty-five, we were walking across a playing field and he told me 
that one day I would be famous. I took it as a compliment then. But 
decades later, I visited him in Annapolis on the day of his death. Wes 
was not speaking anymore, just gesticulating and making unformed 
noises. I couldn’t really tell if he understood anything I said to him, 
about my meandering walk of faith, the loves in my life, but as I 
drove away it occurred to me that maybe there was a warning 
embedded in his early forecast of my life. Wes was coming from a 
radical vantage point I didn’t understand back then. 


Religion doesn’t produce as many truly good people, like Wes, as 
you'd think it would. Religious people talk so much about holiness 
and goodness and love, you’d think they would be more virtuous 
than atheists and agnostics. In my experience they are not, and some 
religious people, like the Catholic priests who prey on young 
children, live very religious lives that are also very bad. 

But I do think religions point people toward certain visions of 
goodness. Growing up, I experienced a stereotypically Jewish kind of 
goodness. It is chessed, loving-kindness. It is the smiling eyes of a 
wise rabbi gleaming at you through his beard; it is the warmth of 
Bubbe giving you seconds on a Shabbat meal; it is the good of a 
community dropping everything for a shivah, the goofy kindness of a 
mensch, a whole people turning like a beacon when a Jew is 
murdered. It is an earthy goodness, a folk goodness, and the rich, 
enveloping goodness of a family gathering together for a holiday 
meal. 


The kind of good Wes was, was a different kind of good, and I 
associate it as a Christian flavor of goodness. It is simple, sincere, 
cheerful, pure, overflowing joy, and an erasure of self in the gift of 
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love. Wes was just not thinking of himself all that much. Maybe 
because I grew up with it, Jewish good makes sense to me. Christian 
good has the power to shock. As Dorothy Day once said, Christians 
are commanded to live in a way that doesn’t make sense unless God 
exists. 


Sometimes Christian good is hard to be around. It’s not of this 
world, and the juxtaposition jars. For example, Jean Vanier spent 
seven years in the British navy, starting in 1942. Later in life he 
noticed the way people with mental disabilities were mistreated and 
discarded by society into miserable asylums. He visited the asylums 
and noticed that nobody in them was crying. “When they realize that 
nobody cares, that nobody will answer them, children no longer cry. 
It takes too much energy. We cry out only when there is hope that 
someone may hear us.” He bought a little house near Paris and 
started a community for the mentally disabled. Before long there 
were 134 such communities in thirty-five countries. 


Vanier exemplifies a selflessness that is almost spooky. He 
thinks and cares so little of himself. He lives as almost pure gift. 
People who meet him report that this can have an unnerving effect. 
Vanier walked out of a society that celebrates the successful and the 
strong to devote his life purely to those who are weak. He did it 
because he understands his own weakness. “We human beings are all 
fundamentally the same,” he wrote. “We all belong to a common, 
broken humanity. We all have wounded, vulnerable hearts. Each one 
of us needs to feel appreciated and understood; we all need help.” 

He also understands the beauty of weakness. “Weakness carries 
within it a secret power. The care and the trust that flow from 
weakness can open up the heart. The one who is weaker can call forth 
powers of love in the one who is stronger.” 

One of the people influenced by Vanier was Henri Nouwen, who 
left teaching posts at Harvard and Yale so he could live in one of 
Vanier’s L’Arche communities, serving people so mentally disabled 
that some of them were unable to even thank him. 

When Nouwen left the L’Arche community to speak, he often 
brought patients from the community with him on the trip. Once, on 
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a trip to Washington, he brought a man named Bill. When Nouwen 
mounted the stage to deliver his remarks, Bill mounted the stage as 
well. When Nouwen repeated a familiar trope from his speeches, Bill 
announced to the audience, “I have heard that before!” When 
Nouwen finished, to a standing ovation, Bill announced that he, too, 
would like to give a speech. A hint of panic crept across Nouwen’s 
mind. What on earth would Bill say? He might ramble on and create 
an embarrassment. But Nouwen realized that it was presumptuous 
to think that Bill would have nothing important to say and led him to 
the microphone. 

Bill said, “Last time, when Henri went to Boston, he took John 
Smeltzer with him. This time he wanted me to come with him to 
Washington, and I am very glad to be here with you. Thank you very 
much.” That was it. The audience rose. Bill got a standing ovation, 
too. 


Afterward, Bill went from person to person, saying hello. The 
next morning at breakfast, he went from table to table saying 
goodbye to the people he had met. On the flight home he asked 
Nouwen if he liked the trip. “Oh, yes,” Nouwen answered. “It was a 
wonderful trip and I am so glad you came with me.” 

“And we did it together, didn’t we?” 


Then Nouwen thought of Jesus’s words “Where two or three 
meet in my name, I am among them.” 


ADULTHOOD 


I seem to live my life as what my friend Mako Fujimori calls a 
“border stalker,” perpetually on the line between different worlds. 
Politically, I am not quite left and not quite right. Professionally, I 
am not quite an academic and not quite a journalist. 
Temperamentally, I am not quite a rationalist but not quite a 
romantic. 

Somebody should scream at me: Make up your damn mind 
about something! And sometimes I wonder if it comes from spending 
my childhood in the crossroads between two great moral ecologies. I 
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realize that, in theory, both Judaism and Christianity contain both 
the majestic and the humble, the yearning glory and holy 
submission. But I didn’t grow up in a theology book; I grew up in the 
late-twentieth-century American version of Judaism, and the late- 
twentieth-century version of Christianity. I grew up either the most 
Christiany Jew on earth or the most Jewy Christian, a plight made 
survivable by the fact that I was certain God did not exist, so the 
whole matter was of only theoretical importance. 


I won't bore you with a description of my decades of atheism. 
They say that religion is the opiate of the masses, but I found the 
atheist life surprisingly untroubling. I was in the presence of religion, 
of course. Almost all my close friends were Jewish. It was irony at 
first sight. We spoke the same language and told the same jokes. But 
the Christians had their magnetic pull: the writings of Reinhold 
Niebuhr, the paintings of Fra Angelico, my mentor William F. 
Buckley, that scene near the end of Brideshead Revisited, when the 
patriarch of the family accepts Christ on his deathbed and the fabric 
of the universe is rent in two. 


In college I met and later married a strong, intelligent woman. 
We were married in a Unitarian Church, but a few years later she 
converted to Judaism, went to work at our synagogue, and decided 
she wanted us to keep a kosher home and send our children to 
Jewish schools. I’d been on a trajectory away from Judaism, but now 
I was back in. We settled into the Halachic life: the life of kosher 
rules, strange prohibitions, rich community, and the cycle of Jewish 
holidays. 

Her commitment to Judaism is deep and impressive and has 
deepened with each passing year. We don’t communicate often about 
these matters, but when we do there is a great wisdom and 
learnedness to her. Now her life is a commitment of study of and 
service to the Torah, Judaism, her friends, and her community. 

My attitude toward the kosher rules oscillated between ferocious 
resentment and profound respect. I resented a practice that can 
descend into dry and pedantic legalism. But I respected how Judaism 
has a ritual for every occasion. The idea is that behavior change 
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precedes and causes internal change (a belief well supported by 
experimental psychology). “When halakhic man approaches reality,” 
Joseph Soloveitchik writes, “he comes with his Torah, given to him 
from Sinai, in hand. He orients himself to a world by means of fixed 
statutes and firm principles. An entire corpus of precepts and laws 
guides him along the path leading to existence. When he looks to the 
horizon and sees the rising or the setting of the sun, he knows that 
each occasion comes with commandments to be performed, the 
morning Shema, the laying on of tefillin, and so forth. When he 
comes across a spring, he knows what uses the water can be put to: 
immersion, expiation of sin, drinking. He has blessings for each 
occasion and prayers for each action.” 


These rituals and blessings root the earthly life. Judaism, 
Soloveitchik continues, is a “concrete religion, a religion of the life of 
the senses, in which there is sight, smell, and touch, a religion which 
a man of flesh and blood can feel with all his senses, sinews, and 
organs, with his entire being.” At the same time these 
commandments also point upward to an ideal. They hold up an ideal 
standard and describe the relationship between our concrete reality 
and divinity. “Transcendence becomes embodied in man’s deeds,” 
Soloveitchik continues, “deeds that are shaped by the lawful physical 
order of which man is a part.” 


The Jew does not experience faith primarily in solitude. He or 
she experiences it primarily in community, in what one does with 
others. The synagogue is not the locus of Jewish life. The Shabbat 
dinner table is. My general rule is that most church services are more 
spiritual than synagogue services, but a Shabbat dinner can be more 
spiritual than any church service. 


The Jew is not looking for some eternal and purified existence in 
some other world on the other side of death. “Better is one hour of 
Torah and good deeds in this world than the whole life of the world 
to come,” an ancient scholar declared. In Judaism this world is the 
stage upon which holiness can be achieved. The Jew is looking to 
fulfill the 613 commandments that govern life on this earth. Very few 
of these commandments have to do with religious belief, and fewer 
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than 5 percent have to with the things a person should say, such as 
prayer and vows. Sixty percent of them, the American philosopher 
Abraham Kaplan points out, have to do with physical ritual, the 
lighting of candles, the ritual bath, or using palm branches in a 
certain way—they have to do with doing stuff. 


These rituals and good deeds are a kind of language, Kaplan 
argues, and in performing them we are acting out the rules of 
grammar and syntax of a language that is too deep for words. After a 
while, the rituals don’t feel like acts that some book has told you to 
perform; they seem to emerge from the center of your very being. 

Judaism demands creative action. “Holiness is created by man, 
by flesh and blood,” Soloveitchik writes. Many Jews have sort of a 
mental block when thinking about the afterlife. The first problem 
with the next world is that it’s already perfect, so there’s no need to 
build and repair it. So how could it be so great? 


Occasionally Christianity would make a visit into my life. For 
example, at a cocktail party in 2004, somebody mentioned an 
unfamiliar name, John Stott. I called a friend, Michael Cromartie, 
who told me that if evangelicals had a pope, Stott would be it. He was 
arguably the most influential active evangelical. I did a little research 
and found that with one exception, in 1956, his name had never 
appeared in The New York Times. So I decided to learn about him 
and write a column called “Who Is John Stott?” 


To anybody who lives in the secular culture, one’s first 
encounter with a joyful intelligent Christian comes as something of a 
shock. We’re used to looking down on the Franklin Graham / Pat 
Robertson types, but it’s unnerving to encounter a Christian you 
would, on balance, very much like to be. Stott’s voice, I wrote, “is 
friendly, courteous and natural. It is humble and self-critical, but 
also confident, joyful and optimistic. Stott’s mission is to pierce 
through all the encrustations and share direct contact with Jesus. 
Stott says that the central message of the Gospel is not the teachings 
of Jesus, but Jesus himself, the human/divine figure. He is always 
bringing people back to the concrete reality of Jesus’ life and 
sacrifice.” It’s about putting on the mind of Christ. 
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In Stott I met someone entirely confident in his faith, yet drawn 
to its paradoxes. Jesus teaches humility, so why does he always talk 
about himself? What does it mean to gain power through weakness, 
or freedom through obedience? In Stott I found a more unapologetic 
and direct version of Christianity. “Every time we look at the cross, 
Christ seems to be saying to us, ‘I am here because of you, ” Stott 
wrote. “ ‘It is your sin I am bearing, your curse I am suffering, your 
debt I am paying, your death I am dying.’ Nothing in history or in the 
universe cuts us down to size like the cross. All of us have inflated 
views of ourselves, especially in self-righteousness, until we visit a 
place called Calvary. It is there, at the foot of the cross, that we 
shrink to our true size.” 


When Stott came to Washington, he asked me to lunch. I 
learned many years later, after Stott had died, that he had spent 
some time pondering, praying, and talking to others about how to 
handle his lunch with me. He told his friends that he sensed some 
quaver in the way I wrote that column, some movement or 
premonition of faith. At lunch we chatted for a bit, and then he 
questioned me directly and hard: What did I believe? Where was I on 
my faith journey? What did I think of the Gospel? What did I think of 
Judaism? He told me he sensed something in me, some motion 
toward God. I thought we were there to talk about him, but he was 
interested only in me. 


I was unnerved. If the hound of heaven was nipping at my heels, 
that was either something I did not feel or a truth I did not want to 
face. I must have known unconsciously how much disruption to my 
life that would lead to. I shut the door and blocked out the light. 


But other cracks began to appear—from time to time at first, and 
then in a steady pour. Moments of spiritual transcendence came to 
me as mesmerizing beauty. Chartres Cathedral casts a spell every 
time I visit, like a point of contact between our world and some other 
unseen one. I wrote a book in which I profiled amazing individuals. 
About two-thirds were secular, but Dorothy Day was among them, 
one of the most emotionally rich and spiritually deep people I have 
ever encountered. Day discovered faith at the birth of her child—she 
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felt such joy that she needed something to worship, thank, and 
adore. She turned over her life to faith, embracing poverty, serving 
the poor, living with the destitute. 

Near the end of Day’s life, Robert Coles asked her if she had any 
plans to write a memoir. She was a gorgeous and prolific writer, so it 
was a natural question to ask. She told Coles that she had once 
thought of doing that, and had pulled out a piece of paper and wrote 
“A Life Remembered.” Then, “I just sat there and thought of our 
Lord, and his visit to us all those centuries ago, and I said to myself 
that my great luck was to have had Him on my mind for so long in 
my life.” She felt no need to write anything. 


What must such peace and tranquility feel like? 


Another character in the book was Saint Augustine, a man of 
breathtaking brilliance. Augustine’s conversion scene is famous, his 
prayers less so. I was gripped by them. My favorite is a prayer called 
“What Do I Love When I Love My God?” 


It is not physical beauty nor temporal glory nor the 
brightness of light dear to earthly eyes, nor the sweet 
melodies of all kinds of songs, nor the gentle odor of 
flowers, and ointments and perfumes, nor manna or 
honey, nor limbs welcoming the embraces of the flesh; it 
is not these I love when I love my God. Yet there is a light 
I love, and a food, and a kind of embrace when I love my 
God—a light, voice, odor, food, embrace of my inner man, 
where my soul is floodlit by light which space cannot 
contain, where there is sound that time cannot seize, 
where there is a perfume which no breeze disperses, 
where there is a taste for food no amount of eating can 
lessen, where there is a bond of union that no satiety can 
part. That is what I love when I love my God. 


Reading about Day and Augustine, I was encountering a 
sensation that millions of people would later encounter as they 
observed Pope Francis. Even if you have no faith at all, there is 
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something moving about seeing a person who acts like Jesus. My 
heart and soul were clenched, but occasionally moral beauty 
loosened the grip. 


I would say that in those days I was a friendly supporter of faith 
but had none. I was one of those people who endorsed religion in 
theory and thought it a good influence on other people, but I didn’t 
believe in it myself. At most, I experienced religion as a useful 
collection of self-help hacks. For example, my first six months as a 
columnist for The New York Times were the hardest months of my 
professional life. I had never been hated on a mass scale. The core 
theme of my email in-box was Paul Krugman is great. You suck. My 
critics were not only hostile but effectively hostile, hitting exactly 
those tender spots that made me feel insecure, floundering, and 
worthless. The only proper attitude, I discovered, is, Love your 
enemies. Treat them as people who are in their own strange way 
bringing you gifts. Any other attitude—hatred toward them or fear of 
them—is emotional suicide. 


THE QUICKENING 


Then came the events of the summer of 2013 and the suffering that 
entailed. My divorce happened. I was lonely, humiliated, adrift. I had 
a constant physical sensation of burning in my stomach and gut. I 
saw the world as if through some sort of muddy, distorted funhouse 
mirror—through the prism of my own pain and humiliation. 


In seasons of suffering, you have a tendency to grip the steering 
wheel tighter, trying to redirect life, but sometimes you get defeated 
and just let go of the wheel. Strange things begin happening. 
“Healing means moving from your pain to the pain,” Nouwen writes. 
“When you keep focusing on the specific circumstances of your pain, 
you easily become angry, resentful, and even vindictive....But real 
healing comes from realizing that your own particular pain is a share 
of humanity’s pain....Every time you can shift your attention away 
from the external situation that caused your pain and focus on the 
pain of humanity in which you participate, your suffering becomes 
easier to bear.” 
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The knowledge that we acquire through suffering can be 
articulated, but it can’t really be understood by someone who did not 
endure the path it took to get there. I will say I did not come out of 
that pit with empty hands. Life had to beat me up a bit before I was 
tender enough to be touched. It had to break me a bit before I could 
be broken open. Suffering opened up the deepest sources of the self 
and exposed fresh soil for new growth. 

And that’s when it happened. I was sitting in my apartment one 
day when Jesus Christ floated through the wall, turned my water into 
wine, and commanded me to come follow him. 

No, I’m kidding. Nothing like that happened at all. Though that 
sort of thing does seem to happen to other people, and I don’t make 
light of it. But my experiences have all been more prosaic and less 
convincing. They came as stray moments of porousness. I was going 
about my normal day-to-day life when suddenly, for reasons I don’t 
understand, some mystical intrusion pierced through, hinting at a 
deeper reality. 


One morning, for example, I was getting off the subway in Penn 
Station in New York at rush hour. I was surrounded as always by 
thousands of people, silent, sullen, trudging to work in long lines. 
Normally in those circumstances you feel like just another ant 
leading a meaningless life in a meaningless universe. Normally the 
routineness of life dulls your capacity for wonder. But this time 
everything flipped, and I saw souls in all of them. It was like 
suddenly everything was illuminated, and I became aware of an 
infinite depth in each of these thousands of people. They were living 
souls. Suddenly it seemed like the most vivid part of reality was this: 
Souls waking up in the morning. Souls riding the train to work. Souls 
yearning for goodness. Souls wounded by earlier traumas. Souls in 
each and every person, illuminating them from the inside, haunting 
them, and occasionally enraptured within them, souls alive or numb 
in them; and with that came a feeling that I was connected by radio 
waves to all of them—some underlying soul of which we were all a 
piece. 
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I suddenly regarded the whole crowd with a kind of awe, a 
reverence, not from the depth of a particular morning but from the 
depth of centuries. If you think about that for a bit, you are 
confronted by the possibility that we are connected not just with the 
souls living now, but with the souls of all the people who have ever 
lived, from generation to generation, who are still present today 
because this underlying animating spirit is still and always 
omnipresent. And if there are souls, it’s a short leap to the belief that 
there is something that breathed souls into us through an act of care 
and love. I remember that as quite a wonderful thought. 

Rabbi Heschel says that awe is not an emotion; it is a way of 
understanding. “Awe is itself an act of insight into a meaning greater 
than ourselves.” And I find that these days I can’t see people except 
as ensouled creatures. I can’t do my job as a journalist unless I start 
with the premise that all people I write about have souls, and all the 
people I meet do, too. Events don’t make sense without this fact. 
Behavior can’t be explained unless you see people as yearning souls, 
hungry or full depending on the year, hour, or day. 


That summer, I took my annual walk up to American Lake, 
which is at the top of a mountain near Aspen, Colorado. I was in a 
spiritual frame of mind that morning, and on the hike up the 
mountain I composed a list of all the things I would have to give up 
to God if He actually existed: my work, my reputation, my 
friendships, my life, my loves, my family, my vices, my bank 
accounts. 

I reached the lake, sat on a rock, and pulled out a book of 
Puritan prayers that I’d brought. Most of them are grim affairs, about 
human depravity and all that. Then I came upon one called “The 
Valley of Vision.” The first line is “Lord, high and holy, meek and 
lowly.” I looked at the spare and majestic mountain peaks in front of 
me. Just then a little brown creature who looked like a badger 
waddled up to the lake, not noticing me. He came within two feet of 
my sneaker before looking up, startled, and scrambling away. High 
and holy, meek and lowly. 
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The next sentence is “Thou hast brought me to the valley of 
vision.” Well, there I was in the bowl formed around that lake. 
“Where I live in the depths but see Thee in the heights.” I was in all 
sorts of depths but could see mountaintops. “Hemmed in by 
mountains of sin I behold Thy glory.” The rest of the text summarizes 
the whole inverse logic of faith: The broken heart is the healed heart. 
The contrite spirit is the rejoicing spirit. The repenting soul is the 
victorious soul. Life in my death. Joy in my sorrow. Grace in my sin. 
Riches in my poverty. Glory in my valley. 

I had a sensation of things clicking into place, like the sound of a 
really nice car door gently closing. It was a sensation of deep 
harmony and membership, the kind Jayber Crow described on that 
bridge: that creation is a living thing, a good thing, that we are still 
being created and we are accepted in it. Knowledge crept across my 
skin. I didn’t so much feel at one with nature. I had a sensation that 
there is an animating spirit underlying all creation. The universe 
bends toward our goodness. 


Td always heard that phrase “God is the ground of being”—that 
he’s not a big guy in the sky with a beard but a caring moral presence 
that pervades all reality, a flowing love that gives life its warmth, 
existence its meaning. By the lake, I had the sensation that life is not 
just a random collection of molecules that happen to have come 
together in space. Our lives play out within a certain moral order. I 
sat there for a while and looked at the sloping hillsides surrounding 
the lake leading up to the mountain peaks. I imagined little moral 
dramas and clashes of armies—Lord of the Rings style—the forces of 
love and selfishness playing themselves out within this mountaintop 
basin. And all of it is held in the cupped hands of God. I wrote an 
account that day: “God really does tailor himself to you. For those of 
us with a sense of not belonging, of being sojourners, He gives 
membership, acceptance and participation.” The hike down took 
about an hour and half and was marked by giddiness. 


This was not a religious conversion. It wasn’t moving from one 
thing to another. It felt more like deeper understanding. I 
understand those who cannot relate to this experience or who just 
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see it as an emotional response to nature. I can report only how it felt 
and feels. It was and is a sensation of opening my eyes to see what 
was always there, seeing the presence of the sacred in the realities of 
the everyday. Like there’s a play you’ve been watching all your life, 
and suddenly you realize that the play you are seeing onstage is not 
the only play that’s going on. There’s an underplay, with the same 
characters, but at a different level, with different logic and forces at 
work, and greater stakes. There’s a worldly story to follow, as people 
move closer or further from their worldly ambitions. But there’s also 
a sacred story to follow, as souls move closer or further from their 
home, which is God. 


It’s easy to not be aware of the underplay, but once you see it, it’s 
hard to see the other play about worldly ambitions as the ultimate 
reality. The main story is the soul story. 

Jonathan Haidt is a secular Jewish academic who studies moral 
sentiments. Early in his career he went to India to study. When he 
got there, he found that people experienced everyday reality in not 
just the normal dimensions, but also in a spiritual dimension. This 
other axis was a vertical axis. Everything you do can take you up 
toward purity or down toward pollution. Everything people in India 
ate, everything they said, everything they thought, and everything 
they did could move them up toward consecration or down toward 
degradation on this spiritual axis. 


When Haidt returned to the United States, he missed being 
surrounded by people who felt the vertical spiritual dimension in 
everyday life. He began to think of the United States as “Flatland,” a 
thinner realm. He found that he was still carrying around the Indian 
mentality, even though he was back home in Flatland. He felt disgust 
at the thought of wearing the shoes that he’d been marching around 
in all day in the sanctity of his own home, even into his very 
bedroom. He noticed a sudden shame in bringing certain books into 
the bathroom. He became more aware of his subtle feelings upon 
witnessing sleazy behavior, an awareness that people were somehow 
bringing themselves down, toward pollution and away from holiness. 
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He was still seeing reality through all these gradations of purity and 
pollution. 

After my hike up to American Lake, I realized I was a religious 
person. I became aware of this supernatural presence, which is God, 
permeating the physical world. Jews have a concept of tzimtzum, or 
contraction, to describe the way spiritual essences infuse the 
material world. Christians have a concept of incarnation: when 
divinity became incarnate on earth in the man. Through Jesus, 
Christians believe, the world of eternity stepped into time. 


To be religious, as I understand it, is to perceive reality through 
a sacred lens, to feel that there are spiritual realities in physical, 
imminent things. Thomas Merton once wrote that “trying to solve 
the problem of God is like trying to see your own eyeballs.” God is 
what you see and feel with and through. 


Most of us carry this kind of proto-religious consciousness 
around with us as we go about our lives, even if we are not religious. 
We are morally repulsed when terrorists decapitate a prisoner, not 
only because there has been a death, but because something sacred 
has been insulted. A human body is not just a piece of meat; it is also 
a temple with some ghost of the transcendent infused within it. Even 
when a person is dead, the body still carries the residue of this 
spiritual presence and deserves dignified handling. This is why we 
feel elevated by the Jewish ritual of taharah, when members of a 
synagogue tenderly wash the body of a congregant who has died 
earlier that day. 


The month after my American Lake hike, I was in Ireland, the 
guest of a friend who had rented a large house, where he’d invited a 
bunch of us to come stay. Our host and his friend, both elderly, spent 
much of their days discussing politics and economics and monetary 
policy. The host’s wife was quiet, because she was suffering from 
Alzheimer’s and her memory was going. One night, when we were in 
the midst of our political discussion, she seemed particularly 
confused. Her husband turned to look at me, and there were tears in 
his eyes. We exchanged a long, powerful look that pierced down to 
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something deeper than just empathy and care. I suddenly saw whole 
dimensions of experience deep in his eyes. 


At one level we were a bunch of people talking monetary policy, 
but at a deep, silent level, it was the whole underplay again: the 
immortal chords of love, bodies living and dying, souls seeking deep 
gladness and spiritual peace, the whole thing animated by some 
mysterious life force, the patterns of life formed by and re-creating 
the eternal stories. 


“Wonder or radical amazement is the chief characteristic of the 
religious man’s attitude toward history and nature,” Rabbi Heschel 
writes in God in Search of Man. “One attitude is alien to his spirit: 
taking things for granted.” There are holy sparks in every occasion 
and a cosmic universe in every person. 

I did not go on this spiritual journey alone. I consulted dozens of 
people, seeking, in a rather pathetic and needy way, advice and 
counsel. The Jews, by and large, didn’t know how to talk to me. 
Judaism doesn’t really have much of a tradition of entrance and exit. 
You are born a member of the tribe and there’s not an evangelical 
tradition. Some of my inquiring emails to my Jewish friends went 
unanswered. I took my rabbi to lunch and told him of my joint 
Christian and Jewish background. He said he understood the beauty 
of the Christian story and was captivated by it himself. “Think of it!” 
he exulted. “The Lord Jesus Christ dying for our sins!” Thanks, 
Rabbi. 


The Christians were all over me. Word of my spiritual 
wanderings spread, and before long dozens were praying for me. 
Loving friends flew in from Chicago and elsewhere to talk and 
minister. One friend began praying for me and my family and has 
sent me an encouraging text every Friday ever since. Some Christians 
crudely sought to woo me over as a sort of win for their team, and 
they were a destructive force. Most gave me books. I received about 
three hundred books about faith in those months, only one hundred 
of which were different copies of C. S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity. 


I had a few steady companions, including Stuart and Celia 
McAlpine, who lead a local church, and Jerry Root, a C. S. Lewis 
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scholar. Then there was Anne Snyder, my researcher and colleague at 
the Times. I actually first gave Anne a job interview because she had 
gone from Andover, the prep school, to a Christian college, Wheaton. 
That struck me as an unusual step that probably required some 
courage. Then, as now, I try to hire people who have some 
progression on their résumé that doesn’t make sense by the 
conventional logic of the meritocracy. I want to see that they believe 
in something bigger than the conventional definition of success. 


Anne and I had worked together for three years, and I valued 
her work tremendously but barely noticed her as a person. We never 
went to lunch or had coffee, and I recall maybe one perfunctory 
performance review. I was an inept and absent colleague. 


Anne was one of the researchers I worked with on my last book, 
The Road to Character, especially on the chapter on Dorothy Day. 
Around this time, we exchanged a series of memos on different 
chapters of the book, and through them I began to see how radically 
different the religious consciousness is from the secular one, how big 
and absurd the leap of faith really is. I was describing Day’s spiritual 
journey as an effort to achieve superior goodness and understanding; 
Anne corrected me and argued that it is a willingness to surrender to 
a truth that is outside yourself. I was always writing as if Day were 
the prime mover. Anne helped me to see that in Day’s eyes, God is 
the mover and Day is the one moved upon. 


The core of that book was Rabbi Soloveitchik’s distinction 
between the two sides of our nature, which he called “Adam the first” 
and “Adam the second,” and which I called the résumé virtues and 
the eulogy virtues. I said that Adam I was about majesty and career, 
and Adam II, the spiritual side, was about the search for goodness 
and purpose. Anne would send me memos saying that my rendition 
of Adam II was too New Age, or too drenched in contemporary 
secular categories. Anne pointed out that Day didn’t serve the poor 
because she wanted to find some purpose in her life so she could rest 
contentedly and be happy with herself. What Adam II really sought, 
she wrote, was devotion and obedience to “absolute truth, objective 
truth.” 
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In these memos, Anne tried to usher me into a deeper 
understanding of Soloveitchik’s worldview. She wrote: “By becoming 
aware of an external reality that demands one’s loyalties and lays out 
a specific bounded path, Adam II ultimately does find fulfillment, but 
the goal is not to rest at the place of self-satisfaction. There is so 
much more, and beyond oneself. There is a truth to stake a life on. 
And the grasp of this truth will permeate everything. Staking a claim 
on it will cost.” 


In the early months of Day’s conversion to Catholicism, she met 
some Catholic women who had agreed to hold off on sex until 
marriage. Day admired them lavishly, for their sacrifice and the 
dignity in that withholding. I was flummoxed. In my world, 
prohibitions on premarital sex had gone away with the Victorians. I 
was old-fashioned enough to believe that you should have sex only 
with someone you love, but sex is a form of communication, and it is 
appropriate to have sex with someone you are committed to, as a way 
of deepening and exploring that bond, and having fun. 


Anne explained the orthodox Christian view. Day was not 
puritanical. She was an intensely sensual person who did not regard 
sex as something dirty. But, ultimately, she saw marriage as a sacred 
covenantal bond, a one-flesh creation, a mutual obedience to and 
movement toward God. Sex, too, is not just a physical coupling but a 
spiritual union, a way of giving your entire person entirely to 
another, a “whole life entrustment,” an act of total and naked 
honesty, the consummation of two people’s loving journey to become 
one. 

Its place is thus within the covenant of marriage. In Day’s view— 
and in Anne’s as well—to have sex outside and before marriage is to 
cheapen and isolate it, to diminish the ultimate gift implied by the 
act. To reserve sex for marriage, that one-flesh creation, is to 
preserve the loftiness and true beauty of sex, to keep it from being 
dragged into the materialistic shallowness of the world. 

I had been around orthodox believers, Jewish and Christian, at 
different times of my life, but I was not the sort of person who invited 
vulnerable conversations about faith, or much of anything else. So I 
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didn’t know what orthodox faith really involved, how much 
surrender to the vertical axis required, and how much it reoriented 
an entire life. I eventually learned that Anne was sensitive to all sorts 
of sins that I had never even considered, including impenitence, the 
failure to seek proper penance for your sins. She felt spiritually 
tarnished by things I took for granted—such as the consumerism of a 
luxury mall. I later came to see that she experiences different states 
of the soul at different times of the day, or at different times of her 
life. Sometimes, depending on what she is doing and what the 
circumstances are, she feels close to God, but other times far away. 


As we worked on the book, I would sit in my little apartment and 
write these memos. Anne would write me back, and the 
correspondence became much of the spine for The Road to 
Character, especially the chapters on Day and Saint Augustine. The 
mesmerizing subject I kept dragging her back to was agency and 
grace. I am a product of the meritocratic culture. In that culture, you 
take control of your life by working hard and producing results. At 
some instinctive level I treated my journey to faith as a homework 
assignment: If I did all the reading and wrote the final papers, 
certainty would come. I sort of knew this was ridiculous, but it was 
how I was wired. 


As work on the book progressed, I was captivated by Day and 
Augustine, and really wanted to understand faith as they experienced 
it. Anne had suggested I read a book called A Severe Mercy, by 
Sheldon Vanauken, about a couple coming to faith in Oxford. I wrote 
a memo with fifteen questions about the book and faith generally. 
Anne answered each question as best she could. She never led me. 
She never intervened or tried to direct the process. She hung back. If 
I asked her a question she would answer it, but she would never get 
out in front of me. She demonstrated faith by letting God be in 
charge. And this is a crucial lesson for anybody in the middle of any 
sort of intellectual or spiritual journey: Don’t try to lead or influence. 
Let them be led by that which is summoning them. 


I was struggling with the concept of surrender and grace. I didn’t 
like Martin Luther’s idea that you can’t be saved by works, but only 
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by faith. I wanted to stake out a middle ground, which I called 
“participatory grace.” Youd do some good things for your fellow 
human, and God would sort of meet you halfway. 


Anne was having none of it: 


I want to reiterate that yes, grace is the central thing 
Christ offers, but that is the doorway. And it is to know 
him. I see lots of emphasis on striving in your note, and I 
appreciate its antidote to cheap grace. But the 
foundational fact is you cannot earn your way into a state 
of grace—this denies grace’s power, and subverts its very 
definition. Grace must reach out to the broken and 
undeserving. It must reach out to those recognizing 
plainly, vulnerably, their own need and emptiness. It can 
only find welcome in those sitting still. 


The name of my condition was pride. I was proud of who I had 
become. I had earned a certain identity and conception of myself by 
working hard and being pretty good at what I did. I found it easier to 
work all the time than to face the emptiness that was at the heart of 
my loneliness. 


Pride of self comes in many forms. Among them is the pride of 
power, the illusion that you can gain enough worldly power to make 
yourself secure. This is the pride suffered by those who seek to 
control others or to dominate other nations. There is also intellectual 
pride, the pride suffered by those who try to organize life into one all- 
explaining ideology that allegedly explains away all mystery. Every 
form of fanaticism, Niebuhr says, is an attempt to cover over 
existential insecurity. Then there is moral pride, the ego’s desire to 
escape moral insecurity by thinking it is better than other people, 
that it has earned its own salvation. In the grip of moral pride, we 
judge ourselves by a lax standard, which we surpass, and judge 
others by a strict standard and find them wanting. There is also 
religious pride. This is the pride that afflicts people who think 
religion involves following the moral codes and who think highly of 
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themselves because they follow those codes. Such a person may pray 
every day, but his real concern is self. Is God listening to my prayers? 
Is God answering my requests? Is God granting me peace? Is 
everyone seeing my goodness, and am I being rewarded for my 
righteousness? 


All pride is competitive. All pride contains a hint of malice. All 
pride is bloated and fragile, because the ego’s attempts to establish 
security through power, money, status, intellect, and self- 
righteousness are never quite successful. 


In the regular world, pride is often rewarded, but in the 
underplay of which I was becoming slowly aware, pride is the great 
tormentor and humility the great comfort. In Crime and 
Punishment, the protagonist, Raskolnikov, suffers from pride. He is 
seeking to master knowledge and morality. A character named Sonia 
stands for holiness. She is a young woman who lives with her father 
and stepmother in poverty. Her sisters and brothers were starving, 
and the family had nothing to sell. So Sonia sold her body. She 
became a prostitute to prevent her family members from starving. 
She became a social outcast and did things that were morally wrong. 

If holiness was just following the rules, Sonia certainly broke the 
rules. But as Jaroslav Pelikan put it, “In Dostoyevsky’s novel, this 
prostitute was a heroine, yes, a kind of saint. Raskolnikov knelt 
before her in recognition of the fact that she represented the 
suffering of all humanity. Sonia was a holy person, in spite of the fact 
—or perhaps because of the fact—that she was an immoral person.” 
Those who see reality with a sacred lens see a great moral drama, a 
great true myth, and in this true myth the normal rules don’t apply. 
In fact, they are reversed. The weak and the outcast are often closer 
to God than the great and the wise, because they are further from 
pride and self-sufficiency. 

It was relatively easy to perceive God’s presence up at American 
Lake. It was going to be a lot harder to actually practice a faith. I was 
always proud, striving, taking control. They don’t make the eyes of 
needles big enough. 
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Anne was hanging back, for professional, moral, and spiritual 
reasons. She really did believe that Aslan was on the march, not her 
or me. ld had many friends who were Christian, but now I was 
asking them a bit more about how they lived. I learned about the 
spiritual disciplines and concepts that formed their daily and annual 
routine—prayer journals, fasting, tithing, silent retreats, Bible study, 
accountability groups, healing prayer, constant direct contact with 
the poor, discussions of spiritual warfare, the presence or absence of 
God, genuine rage at God for those long stretches of absence. To me, 
corporate life meant working for a big company. For them, it meant 
worship in community. 

Many people, as I say, sent me books. But the wisest sent me 
back to the story. If you want to have babies, make love. If you want 
to explore faith, read the Bible and pray. Religion is not theology, 
despite the tendency of bookish people to want to make it so. It is not 
sensation, despite the tendency of mystical people to want to make it 
so. It is betting your life that a myth is true. Billions of Jews, 
Muslims, Christians, and others have bet their whole lives— 
organized their lives and often surrendered their lives—on a 
supposition that a certain myth is true. It was necessary to return, 
again and again, to the biblical story. 


So I kept going back to the stories, wondering if they were true, 
or, more precisely, letting the stories gradually sink into this deeper 
layer inside that was suddenly accessible. Walker Percy says that 
good fiction tells us what we know but don’t quite know that we 
know. The Bible is like that, too. 


Anne was not around for a lot of the journey. The first several 
months of my wandering were what Anne calls “the golden period.” 
We exchanged memos and learned about each other. But there was 
not even a thought of romance. My private life was on its own 
separate track, which she knew little or nothing about. She had her 
beaus, whom she would vaguely mention and whom I referred to 
collectively as the Fellowship of Christian Athletes. Something much 
bigger was going on, and it was all engrossing. Our conversations 
were about cathedrals, not courtship. 
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As you can probably anticipate, the golden period did not last. 
By the fall of 2013, strong emotional feelings existed between us. I 
was in a tumultuous period of life, living alone in an apartment, 
desperately lonely, so the emotions hit me with force. 


Two thoughts occurred simultaneously: We cared for each other 
deeply. And any possible relationship between us was doomed. 


Anne is twenty-three years younger than me, a daunting age 
gap. Moreover, she had been my researcher for years when I was still 
in my first marriage. Though we knew there had been nothing 
romantic or wrong between us during this period, it didn’t take a 
cynic to see how outsiders could tell our story. Pm a semi-public 
person, and it didn’t take a communications genius to understand 
what that version of the story would do to her reputation. 
Nonetheless, by the fall of 2013, I was getting to the emotional place 
where I was ready to start dating again, and I wanted to try dating 
Anne. She balked, and asked friends and clergy for advice. She 
instituted a series of clean breaks—periods when we had no contact 
at all so she could step back and understand what was happening. 
Then, in late December, she moved away to Houston to take a job 
writing about the immigrant experience there. I moved my social life 
to New York, found a wonderful group of new friends, and eventually 
entered into a serious relationship with a deeply thoughtful woman 
there. 


HANGING ON THE LIP 


There is a Muslim saying, Whatever you think God is, He is not that. 
Some cosmologists say there are an infinite number of universes, and 
in one of them there’s a person just like you sitting in a place just like 
the place you are sitting. That’s a weird idea, but even that idea is not 
as weird and incomprehensible as God. 

The hard part of faith, Kierkegaard wrote, is that it requires 
infinite surrender to something that is absurd. This requires infinite 
resignation. Kierkegaard used the story of Abraham and Isaac to 
illustrate the immensity of what God is asking. He asked Abraham to 
murder his own son. Abraham has to have so much faith in God that 
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he’s willing to disobey the logic of the world. You have to be willing 
to lose yourself, Kierkegaard emphasizes, denude yourself and 
renounce all the power you have earned over the course of your life. 

Again and again, Kierkegaard describes what it feels like to hang 
on the lip of faith without being able to take this absurd leap. “For 
my part, I can very well describe the movements of faith, but I cannot 
make them. If one wants to learn how to swim, one can let oneself be 
suspended in a sling from the ceiling and very well go through the 
motions, but one is not swimming.” 

He continues: “I cannot make the movement of faith, I cannot 
shut my eyes and plunge confidently into the absurd; that is for me 
an impossibility, but I do not praise myself for it. I am convinced that 
God is love; this thought has for me a primordial lyrical validity. 
When it is present to me I am unspeakably happy; when it is absent I 
long for it more intensely than the lover for the object of his love. But 
I do not believe; this courage I lack.” 

Somehow, Kierkegaard argues, the room must be crossed, the 
leap into the absurd must be taken. Only the knight of infinite 
resignation captures the beloved. You can only find yourself by losing 
yourself. You have to surrender what you love in order to get it back 
better and more joyfully than before. 

In his memoir, A Severe Mercy, Sheldon Vanauken describes 
how his wife, Davy, came to faith. All her adult life she had felt that 
religion was ridiculous. Then she encountered sin, fell in with 
Christian friends, read all sorts of Christian books, and faith “fell into 
her soul as the water of life.” One day, she wrote in her journal, 
“Today, crossing from one side of the room to the other, I lumped 
together all that I am, all I fear, hate, love, hope; and, well, Did it. I 
committed my ways to God in Christ.” 

A few nights later, Sheldon was sitting by the fire, staring into 
the coals, when he became aware of Davy on her knees praying 
beside him. She whispered to him: “Oh, my dearest—please believe!” 

Moved almost to tears, he whispered back, “Oh, I believe.” He 
was, he writes, “shaken by the affirmation that swept over him.” But 
it didn’t last. It was his love for his wife that made him say those 
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words, not real belief. In fact, he came to resent the special goodness 
that came over Davy after she believed, even her goodness toward 
him. He wanted the old Davy back. 


Sheldon’s coming to faith was different. It didn’t come as a 
sudden conviction and surrender. It was more intellectual. Instead of 
a full vision, he was eventually persuaded by arguments that God 
must exist. In these arguments, he perceived glimpses of the divine, 
but he would have to make a choice, without certainty. A deliberate 
conscious choice. “One can only choose a side. So I—I now choose 
my side; I choose beauty; I choose what I love. But choosing to 
believe is believing,” he claimed. “It’s all I can do: choose. I confess 
my doubts and ask my Lord Christ to enter my life....1 do but say: 
Lord, I believe—help Thou mine unbelief.” 


A religious commitment—like other commitments—is more like 
responding to a summons than it is like choosing which can of soup 
to buy in the supermarket. It’s something you sort of control and sort 
of don’t control. Nobody catches faith simply by running after it, but 
nobody catches faith without running after it in some way. I know a 
lot of people who would prefer to have religious faith, but they just 
don’t. And I know others, no better and no worse, who do have faith, 
and perhaps sometimes wish they didn’t. 

I like Christian Wiman’s description of coming to faith as 
assenting to a truth that was already latent within him. I like C. S. 
Lewis’s description of faith as a loss of inhibition, an unshackling: 


Without words and (I think) almost without images, a fact 
about myself was somehow presented to me. I became 
aware that I was holding something at bay, or shutting 
something out. Or, if you like, that I was wearing some 
stiff clothing, like corsets, or even a suit of armor, as if I 
were a lobster. I felt myself being, there and then, given a 
free choice. I could open the door or keep it shut; I could 
unbuckle the armor or keep it on....The choice appeared 
to be momentous but it was also strangely 
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unemotional....I say, “I chose,” yet it did not really seem 
possible to do the opposite... 


Then came the repercussion on the imaginative level. 
I felt as if I were a man of snow at long last beginning to 
melt. The melting was starting in my back—drip-drip and 
presently trickle-trickle. I rather disliked the feeling. 


The best way I’ve heard to describe my own moment of decision 
is this: Imagine you are riding in a train. You're in your seat, reading 
a book or staring at your phone. There are people around you doing 
all the normal things. On the surface everything seems the same. But 
all the while you have been traveling across miles of country. 
Suddenly it occurs to you, with no great surprise but simply an 
obvious recognition, that you are very far from the station where you 
started. There’s a lot of ground behind you. Moreover, at some point 
in the journey you crossed over a border. There was no customs 
officer and no great fanfare. You realize that while God is still a big 
mystery, you don’t not believe in him. You’re not an atheist. You’re 
not even an agnostic. You’re not going to live without the biblical 
metaphysic. You’ve crossed into a different country, and the myths 
feel true. 


It’s fair to ask, Did I convert? Did I leave Judaism and become a 
Christian? The first thing to say is that while these categories are very 
much opposites in the world, in history, and in the minds of pretty 
much everybody I know, they have never been big opposites in my 
life. I’ve had both stories running through my life since I was four, 
and nothing is different now. I feel more Jewish than ever before. I 
was always and will always be culturally Jewish, but now I feel 
religiously Jewish. God’s covenant with the Jewish people is a real 
thing. When I’m at Jewish events, as I often am, my heart swells and 
I feel at home. I love the faith more now than before. If Jews don’t 
want me as a Jew, they're going to have to kick me out. 

On the other hand, I can’t unread Matthew. The beatitudes are 
the moral sublime, the source of awe, the moral purity that takes 
your breath away and toward which everything points. In the 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 


273/360 


12/13/23, 10:59 PM Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


beatitudes we see the ultimate road map for our lives. There are a lot 
of miracles in the Bible, but the most astounding one is the existence 
of that short sermon. 


As Cynthia Bourgeault summarizes it: “Our only truly essential 
human task here, Jesus teaches, is to grow beyond the survival 
instincts of the animal brain and the egoic operating system into the 
kenotic joy and generosity of full human personhood. His mission 
was to show us how to do this.” 


Jesus is the person who shows us what giving yourself away 
looks like. He did not show mercy; he is mercy. He did not offer 
perfect love; he is perfect love. As the Catholic intellectual Romano 
Guardini writes, “In the Beatitudes something of the celestial 
grandeur breaks through. They are no mere formulas for superior 
ethics, but tidings of sacred and supreme reality’s entry into the 
world.” Those accounts do feel like a completion to me. Which brings 
me to the crucial question: Do I believe in the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ? Do I believe his body was gone from the tomb three days 
after the crucifixion? The simple, brutally honest answer is, It comes 
and goes. The border stalker in me is still strong. 

The fuller answer is that the way I experience faith is not a block 
of concrete. Faith is change. Faith is here one moment gone the next, 
a stream that evaporates. At least for me. The novelist Frederick 
Buechner once observed that if he were asked what faith is, “it’s 
exactly the journey through space and time Pd talk about, the ups 
and downs over the years, the dreams, the odd moment, the 
intuitions....Faith is homesickness. Faith is a lump in the throat. 
Faith is less a position on than a movement toward, less a sure thing 
than a hunch. Faith is waiting.” 

I have to confess I don’t really resonate with most religious 
people I meet. I don’t want to use my doubts as a badge of honor to 
make me seem more reasonable or sophisticated before the world. I 
fully acknowledge that these doubts probably grow out of my own 
insufficiency, the years of living life on the upper level of the play. I 
will just say I don’t experience faith the way some people do, for 
whom God is as real as the table in front of you. For them, faith is 
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wholehearted. They are in it with all their soul. In Varieties of 
Religious Experience, William James quotes a woman who can’t 
imagine dallying with doubt and all this head scratching. “The very 
instant I heard my Father’s cry calling unto me, my heart bounded in 
recognition. I ran, I stretched forth my arms, I cried aloud, ‘Here, 
here I am, my Father.” Theres something beautiful in that 
singleness of heart. 

But I come at faith from a different angle, based on a different 
journey, in ways that are undoubtedly connected to my makeup and 
personality. I connect more with a smaller group of people who 
struggle with faith, who wrestle with all the ridiculous unlikelihood 
of faith. I experienced grace before I experienced God, and 
sometimes I still have trouble getting back to the source. But I find 
that as long as there are five or ten people in your life whose faith 
seems gritty and real and like your own, that keeps the whole thing 
compelling. All you need is a minion of Christians and Jews. 


RELIGIOUS REALISM 


For these religious realists, there is the struggle to be faithful to faith 
itself. For these people, faith comes as an expansion of consciousness 
that doesn’t last. You become aware of an extra dimension of 
existence, that, once experienced, feels like home, and then it’s gone. 
As the poet Richard Wilbur put it: 


Joy’s trick is to supply 

Dry lips with what can cool and slake, 
Leaving them dumbstruck also with an ache 
Nothing can satisfy. 


Faith is not so much living constantly in that extra dimension of 
depth as much as it is glimpsing it and then longing for it. People in 
this camp describe faith not as a steady understanding but as a kind 
of desire, or maybe as a kind of hunch. It is not so much knowing 
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God in all his particulars but a constant motion toward something 
that half the time you don’t even feel. 


In this kind of faith, the mystery is always out front. “Lord, I can 
approach you only by means of my consciousness, but consciousness 
can only approach you as an object, which you are not,” Wiman 
writes. “I have no hope of experiencing you as I experience the world 
—directly, immediately—yet I want nothing more. Indeed, so great is 
my hunger for you—or is this evidence of your hunger for me?—that I 
seem to see you in the black flower mourners make beside a grave I 
do not know...in the bare abundance of a winter tree whose every 
limb is lit and fraught with snow. Lord, Lord, how bright the abyss 
inside that ‘seem.’ ” 


Water metaphors abound in religious talk because there is so 
much thirsting. God is said to be the stream of living water for which 
we pant, the way a deer pants for water in a brook. Faith is said to be 
a sip that arouses a thirst. 


If you read the accounts of faith by even the most profound 
believers, you see there are dry spells, agonies, and moments of 
profound challenge. Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik notes that “Religion 
is not, at the outset, a refuge of grace and mercy for the despondent 
and desperate, an enchanted stream for crushed spirits, but a raging, 
clamorous torrent of man’s consciousness with all its crises, pangs 
and torments.” It is precisely the journey down these rocky rapids 
that purges faith of its superficiality, Soloveitchik argues. It’s not 
easy and comforting. As Wiman puts it, if God is supposed to be a 
salve to heal psychic wounds or an escape from the pains of life, 
“then I have to admit: it is not working for me.” 

Mother Teresa had an intense experience of faith on September 
10, 1946, while on a train. She experienced God’s love as the “thirst 
of Jesus’ heart, hidden in the poor.” But as early as 1953, and all the 
way until at least 1995, she seems to have lost contact with God. In 
her private letters she confesses, “I have no faith....1 am told God 
loves me....Nothing touches my soul.” She talked of “an empty 
place...in my heart there is no faith.” She felt a “terrible pain of loss— 
of God not wanting me—God not being God—of God not really 
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existing.” Decade after decade, the darkness lasted, even as she 
continued in her service. But decade after decade, the longing for 
faith lasted. In fact, the longing seemed to get stronger as the 
darkness grew deeper. “I talk of you [Jesus] for hours—of my longing 
for You.” Through all this time, she kept opening houses for the poor, 
serving the poor, and suffering for them. 

During these years her interior life was marked by, as one of my 
students, Daniel Gordon, put it, “longing in absence.” In 1961, an 
Austrian Jesuit, the Reverend Joseph Neuner, told her she was 
experiencing the dark night that all spiritual masters must endure, 
and that the only response was even more total surrender. For 
reasons that are hard to understand, the lesson hit Mother Teresa 
with tremendous force. “For the first time in 11 years—I have come to 
love the darkness,” she wrote. According to a biographer, her 
darkness came from a deep identification with those she served. The 
poor endured the feeling of being unwanted. She now was called to 
take on and share their burden. She wrote that “even in darkness the 
path is sure.” She continued, “I just have the joy of having nothing— 
not even the reality of the presence of God.” 


As Gordon writes, meaning can be found by the attitude one 
takes toward unavoidable suffering. Once Mother Teresa understood 
the meaning of her suffering, it began to feel like a kind of mission. 
Her faith was not a balm to her; it was often a dark sadness, but she 
kept her commitment to her faith even after it left her, and enduring 
this darkness and sharing in the suffering of the poor put her in 
membership with Jesus. 


In other words, a commitment to faith is a commitment to stick 
with it through all the various seasons of faith and even those 
moments when faith is absent. To commit to faith is to commit to the 
long series of ups and downs, to intuitions, learning and forgetting, 
knowing one sort of God when yow’re twenty-five and a very different 
God at thirty-five, fifty-five, and seventy-five. It means riding out 
when life reveals itself in new ways and faith has to be reformulated 
once again. To commit to faith is to commit to change. It includes 
moments of despair, or it is not faith. 
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By the time he was twenty-seven, Frederick Buechner already 
had two published novels under his belt. He moved to New York to 
try writing full-time, but it did not go well. He grew depressed and 
thought about other careers—maybe advertising. For no clear reason, 
he began attending a Presbyterian church on Madison Avenue, even 
though he found that most clergy preach out of their shallows, not 
their depths. One day, he listened to a sermon comparing the 
coronations of Queen Elizabeth and Jesus. The preacher said that 
Jesus was not crowned amid splendor, but “among confession and 
tears and great laughter.” 


Buechner writes that at the sound of the phrase “and great 
laughter,” “for reasons I have never satisfactorily understood, the 
great wall of China crumbled and Atlantis rose up out of the sea, and 
on Madison Avenue, at 73rd Street, tears leapt from my eyes as 
though I had been struck across the face.” 


Buechner came to experience faith as a quest for what he has 
called a subterranean presence of grace in the world. He came to 
experience it as a vague sense that life isn’t just a bunch of atoms 
haphazardly bouncing against one another, but a novel with a plot 
that leads somewhere. 


Later in life, Buechner found himself amid young Christians who 
spoke confidently about God as if they talked to Him all the time, and 
He talked back. God told them to pursue this job and not that one, 
and to order this at the restaurant and not that. He was dumbstruck. 
He wrote that if you say you hear God talking to you every day on 
every subject, you are either trying to pull the wool over your own 
eyes or everybody else’s. 

Instead, he continues, you should wake up in your bed and ask, 
“Can I believe it all again today?” Or, better yet, ask yourself that 
question after you’ve scanned the morning news and seen all the 
atrocities that get committed. If your answer to that question of 
belief is “yes” every single day, then you probably don’t know what 
believing in God really means, Buechner writes. “At least five times 
out of ten the answer should be No because the No is as important as 
the Yes, maybe more so. The No is what proves you’re human in case 
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you should ever doubt it. And then if some morning the answer 
happens to be really Yes, it should be a Yes that’s choked with 
confession and tears and...great laughter.” 


Commitment to faith, then, is persistence to faith through 
doubt; it is persistence in faith through suffering and anxiety; it is 
persistence in faith through struggle and persistence in faith through 
all the idiots and immoral cretins who speak for faith. It is 
persistence in faith despite the occasional idiocy of the synagogues, 
mosques, or churches that are supposed to be the homes of faith. 
“The church is both my greatest intellectual and moral problem and 
my most consoling home. She is both pathetic whore and frequent 
bride,” the Franciscan monk Richard Rohr writes. And still faith is 
the center and joy of his life. 

The Exodus is the journey, and the beatitudes and the love that 
died for us are the sublime beauty to which it all points. I persist 
toward that point, through all the ups and downs. At some point I 
began to realize I’ve inherited a narrative, and I don’t want to live a 
life that isn’t oriented toward that sublime beauty. I can’t control 
when I believe or when I don’t believe. I can only be faithful to the 
living stories and to persist in the bet that the sublime is real. At 
some point I realized that the train of life had taken me into a 
different country. I believe. I am a religious person. The Bible, open 
to an infinity of interpretations, is the ground of truth. 


What I’ve really tried to describe here is something we don’t talk 
about in the newspapers—how the process of inner transformation 
happens. One doesn’t really notice it day by day, but when I look 
back at who I was five years ago it’s kind of amazing, as I bet it is for 
you in your journey. It’s a change in the quality of awareness. It’s a 
gradual process of acquiring a new body of knowledge that slowly, 
slowly gets stored in the center of your being. Cynthia Bourgeault 
writes that the Kingdom of Heaven is not a place you go to; it’s a 
place you come from. It’s a transformed way of looking at the world, 
which comes about when you move more deeply into God and God 
moves more deeply into you. 
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And what you end up with is this grand sense of connection, the 
sense of metaphysical singleness. There is no such thing as an 
egoistic self that is separated from everyone and everything else. 
That’s the illusion of modernity. The best part of having taken a 
weird, strange trip over the past five years of my life is that it 
reminds me of the possibility that I might take another weird, 
strange trip over the next five or ten or twenty. So nothing is 
dismissed as too outrageous. When you've tied yourself to a spirit 
you can’t comprehend, nothing shocks you anymore, but everything 
brings you into a state of awe and wonder. 
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TWENTY-TWO 


Ramps and Walls 


Now I just had to figure out how to live out this commitment. How 
do religious people live? By now you can probably figure out what 
part of faith would be hard for me—the blind surrender part. There’s 
a lot of talk, especially in Christianity, about dying to self, 
surrendering everything to God, taking your hands off the wheel and 
letting God drive. There’s a lot of talk about the utter depravity of 
mankind, the supposed opposition between spirit and flesh. I used to 
think that being religious meant that you admit that God is in control 
of your life, and you surrender to whatever it is God tells you to do. 
And I can see why I used to think that. There’s a lot of talk in all 
religions that gives you the impression that God demands an absence 
of agency. God is master, and you are servant. 

Fortunately, that kind of blind obedience or total self-erasure 
doesn’t seem to be what God wants. It’s certainly true that the will is 
problematic. It is self-centered. It tends to see all of human existence 
as something that surrounds me, as something in front of me, beside 
me, and behind me. There’s a selfishness inherent in the normal 
human perspective. 

The will is also narcissistic. As C. S. Lewis observes, every 
second thought we have seems to be about the self. If you are not 
thinking about whether you are cold or hot, or hungry or stuffed, 
you're rehearsing the clever thing you’re about to say, or feeling 
angry about the way some other person didn’t treat you right. Even 
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when you do something really humble and good, the self turns 
around and admires itself for being humble and good. 


The will is also voracious. Your will wants popularity and is 
never satisfied. The great sins come from excessive worship of self 
and callousness about others: covetousness, injustice, prejudice, 
greed, dishonesty, arrogance, and cruelty. 


“The moment I begin exercising my will, I find that I have put a 
fox in charge of the chicken coop,” the late theologian Eugene 
Peterson wrote. “My will is my glory; it is also what gives me the 
most trouble.” If you make yourself, as William Ernest Henley’s 
poem “Invictus” put it, “master of my fate...captain of my soul,” you 
are headed for the rocks. 


But God doesn’t seem to want the elimination of the will; He 
seems to want the training and transformation of it. He doesn’t want 
a lack of will, but a merger between the will of the person and the will 
of God. Peterson described it this way: When he was a boy he was 
allowed to work in his father’s butcher shop. He started out sweeping 
the floors and then graduated to grinding hamburger. Then, when he 
got older, he was handed a knife. “That knife has a will of its own,” 
one of the other butchers told him. “Get to know your knife.” 


Peterson also found that “a beef carcass has a will of its own—it’s 
not just an inert mass of meat and gristle and bone, but has character 
and joints, texture and grain. Carving a quarter of beef into roasts 
and steaks was not a matter of imposing my knife-fortified will on 
dumb matter but respectfully and reverently entering into the reality 
of the material.” 

Hackers—bad butchers—tried to impose their will on the beef. 
The results were ugly and wasteful. But good butchers learned to cut 
in response to the beef. They worked with a humility before the 
materials in front of them. 

A believer approaches God with a humble reverence and comes, 
through study and prayer and the spiritual disciplines, to get a feel 
for the grain of God’s love. She gradually learns to live along the 
grain of God’s love and not against the grain. It is not a willful 
attempt to dominate life, nor is it complete surrender and self- 


https://online.fliphtml5.com/onwbf/dbxk/#p=10 282/360 


12/13/23, 10:59 PM Second Mountain, The - David Brooks.pdf 


annihilation. It is an enthusiastic response. It is participation, the 
complex participation of a person’s will into God’s larger will. 


It is, as Peterson put it, not trying to live in the active voice, 
which is domination, nor in the passive voice, which is submission, 
but in the middle voice, which is conversation and response: “We do 
not abandon ourselves to the stream of grace and drown in an ocean 
of love, losing identity. We do not pull the strings that activate God’s 
operations in our lives, subjecting God to our assertive identity. We 
neither manipulate God (active voice) nor are manipulated by God 
(passive voice). We are involved in the action and participate in its 
results but do not control or define it (middle voice). Prayer takes 
place in the middle voice.” 


Faith and grace are not about losing agency. They are about 
strengthening and empowering agency while transforming it. When 
grace floods in, it gives us better things to desire and more power to 
desire them. When people talk about dying to self, they are really 
talking about dying to old desires and coming alive to a new and 
better set of desires. When I was a boy I loved Kool-Aid, a desire that 
has no appeal to me now. Now I prefer coffee and wine, desires that 
had no appeal to me then. When I began my career I really wanted to 
be famous and get invited into the inner rings. Now I have more 
fame than I really want, and I’ve seen so much of the inner rings that 
they have lost their charm. 


The love of God and the participation with God’s love represent 
an overthrow of the ego but not a weakening of the self. Gerald May 
distinguishes between willfulness and willingness: Willfulness is the 
desire to be captain of your own ship. Willingness is the desire to 
answer a call with a strong response. 

The religious life is not just abstract thinking and feeling. It 
involves concrete practices, being with actual people, entering actual 
community. I began to think of my religious journey as the Walk to 
Chartres. I was on a journey toward God, and I found out pretty 
quickly along the way that religious people and institutions 
sometimes built ramps that made it easier to continue my journey, or 
they built walls, making the journey harder. I found that many of the 
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walls in the Christian world were caused by the combination of an 
intellectual inferiority complex combined with a spiritual superiority 
complex. I found that Christians, especially of the Protestant 
evangelical variety, are plagued by the sensation that they are not 
quite as intellectually rigorous or as cool as the secular world. At the 
same time, many of them are inflated by the notion that they are a 
quantum leap or two more moral. 


This combination can lead, for example, to the first wall: the 
siege mentality. Many Christians notice that there are widening gaps 
between their values and secular values, especially on matters of 
sexuality. This can slip quickly into a sense of collective victimhood. 
The “culture” is out to get us. We have to withdraw into the purity of 
our enclave. The odd thing is that the siege mentality feels kind of 
good to the people who grab on to it. It gives people a 
straightforward way to interpret the world—the noble us versus the 
powerful and sinful them. We have the innocence of victimhood. 


Pretty soon Christianity isn’t a humble faith; it’s a fighting 
brigade in the culture war. “Evangelical” stops being an adjective and 
turns into a noun, a tribe. Pretty soon the ends justify the means— 
anything to defend the tribe. Pretty soon you get these wild 
generalizations about the supposed hostility of the outside world. 
(Every time a pastor begins a sentence with the phrase “The culture,” 
he should interrupt himself and lie down and take a nap). Pretty 
soon you wind up with what Rabbi Sacks calls “pathological 
dualism,” a mentality that divides the world between those who are 
unimpeachably good and those who are irredeemably bad. 

The second wall is the wall of bad listening. There are a certain 
number of religious people who come into each conversation armed 
with a set of off-the-shelf maxims and bumper-sticker sayings. 
Instead of actually listening to the questions from the people in front 
of them, they just unfurl the maxims regardless of circumstances. 

The third wall is the wall of invasive care. Some people use the 
cover of faith to get in other people’s business when they have not 
been asked. They tell themselves they are just showing compassion 
and care. They tell themselves that through prayer they have 
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discerned something important in what’s going on in another 
person’s life, which is important for that other person to hear. But 
really they are just wandering into ground they know nothing about, 
and where they are not wanted, under the pretext that God wants 
them to be there. 

The fourth wall is the wall of intellectual mediocrity. I teach at 
Yale. When Yale professors discuss one another’s manuscripts, they 
are brutal. But they are brutal in search of excellence. Sometimes 
Christians are not brutal to one another. They want to be nice; they 
want to be affirming, and that softens all discussion. So the jewel of 
truth is not hardened. Vague words and mushy sentiments are 
tolerated because everybody wants to be kind. Several years ago, 
Mark Noll wrote a book called The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind 
—and with some notable exceptions the scandal is still ongoing. 

Those are the walls. I also found ramps. The first ramp is the 
ramp of ritual. Religion is filled with lighting candles, bowing down, 
standing up, processions, and the rest. These habits are collective 
enactments of the moral order and a sacred story. They are 
reminders of certain lessons and truths. In the Torah, the lighting of 
candles is coordinated with the burning of incense because in our 
lives the illumination of knowledge is connected with the experience 
of passion and the senses. We are not cold reasoners; we learn with 
passion. 


As the sociologist Christian Smith put it, “Liturgy ritually 
reenacts a tradition, an experience, a history, a worldview. It 
expresses in dramatic and corporeal form a sacred belief system in 
words, music, imagery, aromas, tastes, and bodily movement. In 
liturgy, worshippers both perform and observe, act out truth and 
have the truth act on them, remember the past and carry it into the 
future.” It’s weirdly powerful to open your arms in worship; the small 
physical act opens up the mind and makes vulnerable the heart. 

The second ramp is the ramp of unabashed faith. You almost 
never see unabashed faith at a conservative Jewish shul, but you 
often see it at an Orthodox one, men enclosed in their tallit, rocking 
and wailing away, giving themselves over to worship. Similarly, you 
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almost never see unabashed faith at a mainline Protestant church, 
unless it’s faith in the Sierra Club. But you do see it at charismatic 
churches, where the hands are up, the eyes are closed, the hallelujahs 
are at high decibel. Sure, there’s a performance element. But there is 
something contagious about faith that is unafraid to express itself. 

The third ramp is prayer. I’m not a good prayer myself. I often 
end up directing my words more to the person I’m with than to God. 
I unfortunately always perform literary criticism on my prayers, 
while I’m saying them and just after—ugh, that one was boring, that 
one sort of lost coherence at the end. In Madame Bovary, Flaubert 
writes that “human speech is like a cracked kettle on which we tap 
crude rhythms for bears to dance to, while we long to make music 
that will melt the stars.” My prayers are like that. 

But even a person who is just on the way can pray. Prayer is an 
encounter and conversation with God. The easiest prayers to say are 
prayers of thanksgiving, for a meal or some other good thing. Even 
these easy prayers are good prayers, because gratitude is a soil in 
which egotism tends not to grow. 

Our conversations change depending on whom we are talking to. 
Talking to God is a confrontation with grace, which is not just His 
unmerited love, but the kind of love that flows most powerfully to the 
demerits of the one who is receiving it. The deeper prayers thus have 
a wonderful quality that are not like conversation with normal 
people. The emotional tone of that kind of prayer is hard to capture 
in prose. Many people point to George Herbert’s poem: 


Prayer the Churches banquet, Angels age, 
God’s breath in man returning to his birth, 
The soul in paraphrase, heart in pilgrimage, 


A kinde of tune, which all things heare and fear; 
Softnesse, and peace, and joy, and love, and blisse, 
Exalted Manna, gladnesse of the best, 

Heaven in ordinarie, man well drest, 
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The milkie way, the bird of Paradise. 


Over time prayer reorients the desires. The very act of talking to 
God inclines a person in a certain way; you want to have a 
conversation appropriate to Him; you want to bend your desires to 
please and glorify Him. Just as old couples become more like each 
other over time, the person who spends years hearing and 
responding to God’s company becomes more like Him, at the secret 
level, the places only God can see. 


The fourth ramp is spiritual consciousness. We in the secular 
world tend to reduce everything to material cause and effect— 
economics, voting patterns, international relations. But that lens is 
constantly getting things wrong, because human beings are not just 
material creatures driven by narrowly defined economic and political 
self-interests. 


When you are with the best of the faithful, no matter what you 
are talking about, you are having a richer conversation. Religious 
communities naturally talk about the whole person, the heart and 
soul as much as the body and mind. When religious communities 
minister to the poor, when religious colleges teach their students, 
they minister to and teach them as whole people, who need not just 
money but dignity, love, and purpose. 

The fifth ramp is the language of good and evil. This language, 
too, has been largely abandoned in the public world. The word “sin” 
is now mostly used in reference to dessert. But if you want to talk 
about the deepest journey, you need words like “sin,” “soul,” 
“degradation,” “redemption,” “holiness,” and “grace.” If you want to 
have some conception of life on a vertical axis, you need some 
conception of the various gradations of goodness and badness. When 
you walk into the religious world and find even just a few people 
thinking and talking about these things subtly, intelligently, and 
carefully, it is tremendously powerful. 

The final ramp is the sheer shock of it. Religion is a never- 
ending surprise. You never quite get comfortable with the idea that 
creation is alive, and that there is such a thing as universal love. And 
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the biggest shock of all is the way some believers love. Why would 
Mother Teresa have spent those decades in the slums? Why would 
Thomas Merton have spent those decades in the monastery? Why 
would Dorothy Day spend those decades living a life of poverty, 
giving bread to the poor? Why would Dietrich Bonhoeffer have 
returned to Germany to resist Hitler—with a good chance that he 
would get killed in the fight, as indeed he did? Don’t these people 
know there are beach vacations to be taken and nice restaurants to 
be experienced? 


And these are just the famous people. One runs across such 
people all the time, who have upended their lives to work in hospitals 
and slums around the world on the belief that God has called them to 
this hard service. 

The natural impulse in life is to move upward, to grow in wealth, 
power, success, standing. And yet all around the world you see 
people going downward. We don’t often use the word “humbling” as 
a verb, but we should. All around the world there are people out 
there humbling for God. They are making themselves servants. They 
are on their knees, washing the feet of the needy, so to speak, putting 
themselves in situations where they are not the center; the invisible 
and the marginalized are at the center. They are offering forgiveness 
when it makes no sense, practicing a radical kindness that takes your 
breath away. 


Recently there was a documentary about Fred Rogers, the 
Presbyterian minister who created a TV show on the supposition that 
the child is closer to God than the adult. Usually adults want to move 
toward sophistication as they age, but Rogers’s show was all about 
simplicity—the simplicity of tying your shoe, the simplicity of 
declaring open love. Usually adulthood is about moving to 
assertiveness and self-sufficiency. But Rogers moved toward 
vulnerability and dependence. At one point the puppet who is the 
stand-in for Rogers’s inner child sang a song with the lyric 
“Sometimes I wonder if I’m a mistake.” Sometimes he wonders if he 
is badly made. Usually adulthood means moving from small to big— 
doing something big in the world—but Rogers wrote a song called 
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“Little and Big” about the loveliness of the little good. Literally, in 
one show, the washing of feet together. Some people wondered if 
Rogers could really be that sincere and good. But the movie makes it 
clear that he was, and by the end everybody in the theater is 
unexpectedly crying. There is something surprising and powerful and 
overwhelming in that kind of inverse goodness. 

As Augustine put it, “Where there’s humility there is majesty; 
where there’s weakness, there’s might; where there is death, there’s 
life. If you want to get these things don’t disdain those.” T. S. Eliot 
once captured the ideal of religious life: “A condition of complete 
simplicity / (Costing not less than everything).” 


THE SUBLIME 


Anne lived in Houston for over three years, and both our lives took 
many twists and turns while she was there. Then, bowing to a love 
that then seemed impossible and now seems inescapable, we got 
married in the spring of 2017, four years after the events described 
above. That part of the story has had a blissful conclusion. 


I’ve found that being deliriously in love has been good and bad 
for my faith. In moments of rapturous love, love overflows. It flows 
from love of this particular woman upward toward a higher and 
more general love and eventually to the source of love. On the other 
hand, in my happiness I have left suffering behind, so I no longer 
have those deep, dark, smoldering spiritual crises I had when I was 
really in the dumps. (Good riddance.) 

Still, the faith part is still radically incomplete. But to be 
incomplete in faith is not to be unsatisfied. “I prayed for wonder 
instead of happiness,” Rabbi Heschel wrote “and you gave them to 
me.” The Orthodox Jews say that religion is the consecration of the 
world, seeing the divine spark in everything. 

“Astonished reverence” is the phrase people use to describe the 
presence of God in the world. Astonishment at the infinity of God. 
Astonishment that He cares for us. “God writes straight with crooked 
lines,” Walker Percy writes. Astonishment at the weirdness. Jesus’ 
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first miracle was turning water into wine. Who starts a religion with 
a party trick? 

I hope the journey of faith, thus far, has infused me with a bit 
more humility than I had before. I’m pretty sure it has infused me 
with more hope. Today, faith doesn’t feel like faith in an old man 
with a white beard who is separating waters. It feels like faith in 
wider possibilities than I had imagined and living one’s life in the 
shadow of those possibilities. 

Reality shimmers. The person next to you on the subway is 
never just a body. My friend Emily Esfahani Smith, whom I’ve 
quoted a few times, once told me about a time she got in an 
argument with her husband. They made up, and afterward they went 
out together to run some errands and stopped at CVS. Emily was still 
feeling teary and worn out from the fight. As they were checking out, 
the clerk behind the register asked about their family, if they had 
kids, where they lived, and so on. At the end of their little 
conversation, he smiled at them and said, “You know, you two—you 
two are really good together.” It was what she needed to hear at that 
moment—it was so compassionate and loving, an expression of 
grace. She had a thought she had never had before: “Wow, maybe 
angels do exist.” 

Throughout this book I’ve been talking about commitments as a 
series of promises we make to the world. But consider the possibility 
that a creature of infinite love has made a promise to us. Consider 
the possibility that we are the ones committed to, the objects of an 
infinite commitment, and that the commitment is to redeem us and 
bring us home. That is why religion is hope. I am a wandering Jew 
and a very confused Christian, but how quick is my pace, how open 
are my possibilities, and how vast are my hopes. 
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PART V 


Community 
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TWENTY-THREE 


The Stages of Community Building | 


One day in the late 1950s, Jane Jacobs was looking out her second- 
story window at her Greenwich Village street below. She noticed a 
man struggling with a young girl. The girl went rigid, as if she didn’t 
want to go wherever the man was leading her. The thought crossed 
Jacobs’s mind that maybe she was witnessing a kidnapping. She was 
preparing to go downstairs to intervene when she noticed that the 
couple that owned the butcher shop had emerged from their store. 
Then the fruit man walked out from behind his stand, as did the 
locksmith, and a few people from the laundry. “That man did not 
know it, but he was surrounded,” Jacobs wrote in The Death and Life 
of Great American Cities. 

It turned out to be nothing, just a struggle between father and 
daughter. But from it, Jacobs drew the right conclusion: that safety 
on the street in a healthy neighborhood is not kept mostly by the 
police. It is kept by the “intricate, almost unconscious network of 
voluntary controls and standards among the people themselves, 
enforced by the people themselves.” 


Jacobs goes on to describe the streetscape on her block as an 
intricate ballet. The ballet starts early in the morning, at about the 
time Jacobs is taking out her garbage, and parents are taking their 
kids to school. It goes on through the afternoon, as the proprietors of 
the shops hang out in front, the postman walks by, and the 
longshoremen gather at the pub for a beer. Two lovers stroll along. 
“When I get home after work, the ballet is reaching its crescendo,” 
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Jacobs writes. “This is the time of roller skates and stilts and 
tricycles....This is the time of bundles and packages, zigzagging from 
the drug store to the fruit stand and back.” 


It seems frenetic and haphazard, but, Jacobs argues, there is 
actually a dynamic, organic order here. “Under the seeming disorder 
of the old city, wherever the old city is working successfully, is a 
marvelous order for maintaining the safety of the streets.” 


Jacobs was writing at a time when city planners such as Robert 
Moses were destroying these sorts of streetscapes. They saw them as 
old-fashioned and inefficient. Streets should be machines for moving 
cars, the new thinking went, so urban planners began building 
highways through neighborhoods, tearing down old tenements and 
brownstones, and putting up towering apartment blocks surrounded 
by empty plazas. 


Jacobs wanted people to see the old neighborhood streetscapes 
differently, and to resist these dehumanizing plans. Today, at least in 
the world of urban planning, Jacobs has won her fight. Everybody 
now understands the value of dense, diverse streetscapes. But when 
it comes to the larger issue of what makes a community, which was 
Jacobs’s real subject, the fight is still ongoing. 


THE BEAUTIFUL COMMUNITY 


A healthy community is a thick system of relationships. It is 
irregular, dynamic, organic, and personal. Neighbors show up to help 
out when your workload is heavy, and you show up when theirs is. In 
a rich community, people are up in one another’s business, know 
each other’s secrets, walk with each other in times of grief, and 
celebrate together in times of joy. In a rich community, people help 
raise one another’s kids. In these kinds of communities, which were 
typical in all human history until the last sixty years or so, people 
extended to neighbors the sorts of devotion that today we extend 
only to family. Neighbors needed one another to flourish and survive 
—to harvest crops, to share in hard times. 


A person enmeshed in a rich community will have a neighbor 
who helps her get a job interview when she is unemployed. A 
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teenager feels isolated at home, but there’s a neighbor whose door is 
open, so he hangs out there. In a rich community, there’s often a 
“Miss Tompkins,” a strong, older lady who seems to be around all the 
time, who tells teenagers when to turn down the music and tells little 
children to stop running near the cars, who holds people accountable 
and enforces community norms. Everybody sort of fears Miss 
Tompkins, but everybody loves her, too. She’s the block mother, 
effectively the mayor here. 


In these kinds of communities, the social pressure can be 
slightly overbearing, the intrusiveness sometimes hard to bear, but 
the discomfort is worth it because the care and benefits are so great. 

When academics talk about this kind of community, they use the 
term “social capital.” The term is not great. Sociologists sometimes 
try to borrow the prestige of economists by using hard, economics- 
sounding concepts. The phrase “social capital” suggests that the 
thing it measures is quantitative. But care is primarily qualitative. A 
community is healthy when relationships are felt deeply, when there 
are histories of trust, a shared sense of mutual belonging, norms of 
mutual commitment, habits of mutual assistance, and real affection 
from one heart and soul to another. 


THE WAR WITHIN 


Not long ago I met an Israeli couple who had moved to an affluent 
neighborhood in southern California. They told me about a 
frightening episode that had happened a few months before. The 
husband was away for work, and called one night to chat with his 
wife. After they hung up, she went to check in on their four-year-old 
boy. He wasn’t in his bed. She frantically searched the house, unable 
to find him. She ran out to the pool to see if he had fallen in. He 
hadn't. 

She bolted out of the house and ran up and down her block 
screaming his name at the top of her lungs. It was about 10 P.M. 
Lights were on in some of her neighbors’ homes, but nobody came 
out to help. By now she was terrified. She ran back inside for one last 
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search of the house and found her son in the family room. He had 
built a fort with cushions and was sleeping peacefully underneath it. 


The next day, she was out walking, and a few of her neighbors 
politely asked her why she’d been screaming her son’s name in the 
middle of the night. She looked at me with incredulity as she told this 
story. What sort of community is it where people don’t help a mother 
find her son? In Israel, she said, the streets would have been flooded 
with people in their pajamas frantically searching. 


We're not living in Jane Jacobs’s America anymore. 


That story took place in a neighborhood that has every 
advantage. In communities across the Western world, the tearing of 
the social fabric is much worse. Robert Putnam, Theda Skocpol, 
Charles Murray, Marc Dunkelman, and many others have thoroughly 
recorded the fragmentation of the social fabric, and I don’t need to 
repeat their work here. I would just refer back to the carnage that 
results from all this social isolation. 

The suicide epidemic is one manifestation of this isolation. The 
shortened life expectancy is another—the so-called deaths of despair. 
The contagion of mass shootings are a manifestation as well. These 
mass killings are about many things—guns, demagoguery, and the 
rest—but they are also about social isolation and the spreading 
derangement of the American mind. Whenever there’s a shooting, 
there’s always a lonely man who fell through the cracks of society, 
who lived a life of solitary disappointment and who one day decided 
to try to make a blood-drenched leap from insignificance to infamy. 
Guys like that are drawn to extremist ideologies that explain their 
disappointments and give them a sense that they are connected to 
something. They convince themselves that by massacring the 
innocents they are serving as a warrior in some righteous cause. 

The rising levels of depression and mental health issues are yet 
another manifestation. People used to say that depression and other 
mental health challenges were primarily about chemical imbalances 
in the brain. But as Johann Hari argues in his book Lost 
Connections, these mental health issues are at least as much about 
problems in life—protracted loneliness, loss of meaningful work, 
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feeling pressured and stressed in the absence of community—as they 
are about one’s neurochemistry. 

“Protracted loneliness causes you to shut down socially, and to 
be more suspicious of any social contact,” Hari writes. “You become 
hypervigilant. You start to be more likely to take offense where none 
was intended, and to be afraid of strangers. You start to be afraid of 
the very thing you need most.” 


This sounds like a pretty good summary of American politics 
today—and so, yes, polarization is a product of social isolation, too. 


The foundational layer of American society—the network of 
relationships and commitments and trust that the state and the 
market and everything else relies upon—is failing. And the results are 
as bloody as any war. 


Maybe it’s time we began to see this as a war. On the one side 
are those forces that sow division, discord, and isolation. On the 
other side are all those forces in society that nurture attachment, 
connection, and solidarity. It’s as if we’re witnessing this vast 
showdown between the social rippers and social weavers. 

And here’s the hard part of the war: It’s not between one group 
of good people and another group of bad people. The war runs down 
the middle of every heart. Most of us are part of the problem we 
complain about. 


Most of us have bought into a radical individualism that, as 
Tocqueville predicted, causes us to see ourselves as self-sufficient 
monads and cuts each secluded self off from other secluded selves. 
Most of us buy into a workaholic ethos that leaves us with little time 
for community. Those of us in the media know that the way to 
generate page views is to offer Pravda-like affirmations of your 
tribe’s moral superiority. Most of us hew to a code of privacy that 
leads us to not know our neighbors. Most of us live with technology 
that aims to reduce the friction in any encounter, and you get used to 
that mode of living. But community life—care for one another—is 
built on friction, on sticky and inefficient relationships. 
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Community is also under assault because we’ve outsourced care. 
As Peter Block and John McKnight argue in their book, The 
Abundant Community, a lot of the roles that used to be done in 
community have migrated to the marketplace or the state. Mental 
well-being is now the job of the therapist. Physical health is now the 
job of the hospital. Education is the job of the school system. 


The problem with systems, Block and McKnight argue, is that 
they depersonalize. These organizations have to operate at scale, so 
everything has to be standardized. Everything has to follow rules. 
“The purpose of management is to create a world that is repeatable,” 
they write. But people are never the same. 


When there is a loss of care, a neighborhood becomes fragile and 
so do the people in it. The people are still there but the fluid of trust 
in which they were suspended has been drained away. If things go 
bad they have fewer people to turn to. If they yearn for a sense of 
belonging, which we all do, it’s not clear where they can find it. From 
the outside, neighborhoods like that one in southern California may 
look the same as healthy communities, but the emotional quality is 
transformed. Care has been replaced by distance and distrust. 

So how is community restored? Basically, it’s restored by people 
who are living on the second mountain, people whose ultimate 
loyalty is to others and not themselves. Earlier in the book I 
mentioned Weave: The Social Fabric Project, the group I cofounded 
at the Aspen Institute. As I write, we’ve spent a year talking with 
people who have put relationship building at the center of their lives. 
Building a community, like building a relationship, is a slow, 
complex process. It’s a lot of things coming together, like Jane 
Jacobs’s ballet. rd like to walk you through the stages of community 
creation, which are a bit like the stages of intimacy, but on a larger 
scale and with more moving pieces. 


THE ONES WHO STICK 


Community renewal begins, as you can imagine, with a commitment. 
Somebody decides to put community over self. For example, Asiaha 
Butler grew up in Englewood, one of the poorer and most violent 
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neighborhoods in Chicago. Asiaha (pronounced Eye-sha) was robbed 
there. Gangs controlled the block, and there were killings outside her 
door from time to time. One night a bullet flew through her front 
window. There was no decent local school where she and her 
husband could send their nine-year-old daughter. Eventually they'd 
had enough. They decided to move to Atlanta, where the streets were 
safer. 


They threw a farewell barbecue for their friends and began 
packing up their things. It was a Sunday, and Asiaha happened to be 
looking out her front window at the vacant lot across the street. 
There are roughly five thousand vacant lots in the neighborhood. In 
this one some little girls were playing, throwing rocks and broken 
bottles and playing with abandoned tires in the mud. She turned to 
her husband and said, “We can’t leave that.” 

Her husband was incredulous. “Oh? Really, Asiaha?” 


“If we move, it will be like everyone else who moves. We’re not 
going to be here to show an example of what it’s like to have jobs, to 
raise a family.” Asiaha won the argument. They decided to stay. To 
commit to the neighborhood. 

Asiaha didn’t know where to start. She didn’t know her 
neighbors. So she Googled “Volunteer in Englewood” and found 
some neighborhood groups. One of them put her on its education 
committee. Another local group arranged parties for teens, but adult 
organizers were in their fifties and sixties and had no idea how to 
keep teenagers entertained. Asiaha spiced things up with hip-hop 
and spoken word. Then she realized that she could get neighbors 
talking if she prompted them with movies, so she set up “Docs and 
Dialogues.” She invited people to get together to watch short 
documentaries and then have discussions afterward. Within two 
years, hundreds of people were involved. 

Englewood was divided into six wards and had no organization 
that covered the whole area, so Asiaha created Resident Association 
of Greater Englewood (RAGE). RAGE holds job fairs and candidate 
forums at election time. It organizes “cash bombs,” where local 
people gather to shop at locally owned stores. People came out of the 
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woodwork for RAGE—graphic designers, executives, people who can 
bake and bring cookies. None of this work is heroic or even unusual. 
Now people know one another. Local shops sell WE ARE ENGLEWOOD 
and DAUGHTER OF ENGLEWOOD T-shirts. “I love small victories,” 
Asiaha says. It starts with that decision to commit. 


THE NEIGHBORHOOD IS THE UNIT OF CHANGE 


The next stage of community building is understanding that you 
have to fix the neighborhood as a whole. It’s not sufficient to focus on 
individuals one by one. 


You've probably heard the starfish story. There’s a boy on the 
beach who finds thousands of starfish washed ashore, dying. He 
picks one up and throws it back into the ocean. A passerby asks him 
why he bothered. All these thousands of other starfish are still going 
to die. “Well,” the boy responds, “I saved that one.” 

Many of our social programs are based on that theory of social 
change. We try to save people one at a time. We pick a promising kid 
in a neighborhood and give her a scholarship so she can go to an Ivy 
League school. Social programs and philanthropic efforts skim cream 
in a thousand ways. They assume that the individual is the most 
important unit of social change. 

Obviously, it’s possible to do some good on an individual basis. 
But with this approach you're not really changing the moral 
ecologies, or the structures and systems that shape lives. 

Maybe the pool story is a better metaphor than the starfish 
story. As a friend of mine puts it, you can’t clean only the part of the 
pool you are swimming in. You can’t just polish one molecule of 
water and throw it back in the dirty pool. 

Rebuilding community involves seeing that the neighborhood, 
not the individual, is the essential unit of social change. If you’re 
trying to improve lives, you have to think about changing many 
elements of a single neighborhood all at once. 

One of the signature facts of the Internet age is that distance is 
not dead. Place matters as much as ever, and much more than we 
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ever knew. The average American lives eighteen miles from his or her 
mother. The typical college student enrolls in a college fifteen miles 
from home. A study of Facebook friends nationwide found that 63 
percent of the people we friend live within one hundred miles. 
Americans move less these days, not more. 


Within the reasonably small radius of our lives, behavior is 
highly contagious. Suicide, obesity, and social mobility happen in 
networks as people subtly shape one another’s behavior in ways that 
are beneath the level of consciousness. The work by economist Raj 
Chetty and others shows that children who grow up in one 
neighborhood are likely to have different life outcomes than people 
who grow up in demographically similar neighborhoods nearby. For 
example, on April 1, 2010, 44 percent of the low-income black men 
from the Watts neighborhood of central Los Angeles were 
incarcerated. On the other hand, just 6.2 percent of the men who 
grew up with similar incomes in the Compton neighborhood were 
incarcerated on that day. Compton is just 2.3 miles from Watts. 


The work by sociologist Eric Klinenberg shows just how 
important neighborhood is in determining who will survive in a 
crisis. Klinenberg compared deaths in two Chicago neighborhoods 
during a heat wave in 1995. More than six times as many people died 
in North Lawndale as in South Lawndale, even though the two places 
are demographically comparable and separated by nothing more 
than a road. 

Klinenberg discovered that the key ingredient was the thickness 
of community bonds. There were more places to meet in one 
neighborhood than the other, more places for people to establish 
relationships, and people who are in dense relationships check in on 
one another in times of crisis. You wouldn’t necessarily think that the 
presence of a neighborhood library would have a big effect on who 
dies in a heat wave, but it does. 


Thinking in neighborhood terms requires a radical realignment 
in how you see power structures. Does the neighborhood control its 
own public services? Do neighbors have street fairs where they can 
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get to know one another? Are there forums where the neighborhood 
can tell its collective story? 


Thinking in neighborhood terms means a radical transformation 
in how change is done. It means you pick a geographic area and 
throw in everything and the kitchen sink all at once: school reforms, 
early childhood education, sports and arts programs, and so on. An 
infinity of positive influences subtly reinforce one another in 
infinitely complex ways. It means doing away with the way 
philanthropy is done now, in which one donor funds one program 
that tries to isolate one leverage point to have “impact.” Thinking in 
neighborhood terms brings home the reality that there is never a 
silver bullet. 


A TECHNOLOGY FOR CONVENING 


After you’ve realized that the neighborhood is the unit of change, it’s 
necessary to find some way to bring the neighborhood together—to 
replace distance with intimacy and connection. 

The third stage of commitment to a community involves 
inventing a technology for gathering. It means coming up with some 
method to bring people together and nudge them toward intimacy 
and trust. 


As Peter Block notes in his book Community, leaders initiate 
social change when they shift the context within which people gather. 
It means inviting new people into the circle, especially people you 
might have earlier identified as “the problem.” It means naming the 
conversation with powerful questions and then listening to the 
answers. 


Power is created out of nothing when invitations are issued and 
new people gather and act in new ways. “The future is created one 
room at a time, one gathering at a time,” Block writes. “Each 
gathering needs to become an example of the future we want to 
create.” In these conversations, people who have been on the 
margins of society bear special gifts, an outsider’s sensitivity to the 
way things are, a greater awareness of others. 
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In 2016, Dottie Fromal visited Nelsonville, Ohio, to see some 
friends. She’d walk down the streets from her friend’s house and 
people would call out to her from their porches and want to tell her 
about their cat or something. “Some of these people don’t have 
anyone to talk to all day long,” she realized. She saw lonely, 
struggling kids hanging around the squares. 

Somehow she never left Nelsonville. She started doing small 
things for the people who seemed to need her help. She started 
knocking on doors and inviting people to community dinners on 
Thursday nights. It began as a way to feed the kids at the after-school 
program downtown, who didn’t have any food at home. But pretty 
soon parents and adults started flocking—up to 125 people would 
show up. She had no funding stream or organization. She would just 
go to Kroger and buy the food herself. After a few months, as news of 
the dinners spread, people would stop her in the grocery aisles and 
hand her twenty-dollar bills, to help defray the costs. Her work is 
utterly ordinary—feeding hungry people dinner—but somehow 
nobody had done it before. 

There are a zillion ways to do this. There are now hundreds of 
different dinner organizations that bring people together around 
tables of different sizes. “Don’t let your neighbor drift along in lanes 
of loneliness,” Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik writes. “Don’t permit him 
to become remote and alienated from you.” 

Other groups have more elaborate technologies for convening. 
The Becoming a Man program works with at-risk kids on Chicago’s 
West Side. Small groups of young men gather regularly for “check- 
ins.” Each one has to report how he is doing spiritually, emotionally, 
intellectually, and physically. If he isn’t fully vulnerable, the others 
get on him. 

Diana Westmoreland, who lives in rural Texas, created Bubba 
Can Cook, which brings teams together to compete in barbecuing 
chicken, brisket, and ribs—because it’s apparently around a barbecue 
grill that Texans are most emotionally exposed. 

Mary Gordon founded the Roots of Empathy project in Ontario, 
which uses babies to create rich connections in schools. Once a 
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month a parent and an infant visit a classroom. They sit on a green 
blanket, and the class gathers around them to watch and talk about 
what the infant is doing. They observe the infant try to crawl to 
something or reach for a toy. They are learning to put themselves in 
the mind of a baby, learning emotional literacy, and learning how 
deep attachment works. In one class there was an eighth-grade boy 
Gordon called Darren, who had witnessed his mother’s murder when 
he was four and had been bounced around the foster care system 
ever since. He was bigger than everybody else in class since he was 
two grades behind. One day, much to everybody’s surprise, Darren 
asked to hold the baby. 

He looked scary, and the mother was nervous, but she let him, 
and Darren was great with the baby. He went over to a quiet corner 
and rocked the infant while the baby snuggled into his chest. Darren 
returned the baby to his mother and asked innocently, “If nobody 
has ever loved you, do you think you could still be a good father?” 


A bloom of empathy and connection. A moment when 
community begins to heal a wound and create a possibility. 

One of the most sophisticated methodologies for convening that 
I have seen is in Baltimore, in an organization called Thread, co- 
founded by Sarah Hemminger. When Hemminger was a girl in 
Indiana, her father discovered that their pastor was dipping into 
church funds. He reported this to the congregation, but instead of 
firing the pastor, the community shunned Sarah’s family. Sarah and 
her siblings would sit at parties and neighborhood events, and 
nobody would talk to them. She spent eight years of her childhood 
ostracized. 

In response, she focused her energy in two ways. She became a 
nationally competitive figure skater, practicing up to eight hours a 
day. And she focused her energies on schoolwork. She eventually 
went on to get a PhD in biomedical engineering from Johns Hopkins, 
and got an offer for a position at the National Institutes of Health. 

But, because of the shunning, she always had a special 
sensitivity to those who were outsiders, those who were lonely. As a 
freshman in high school, she noticed a boy named Ryan early in his 
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time in school had drifted further and further into isolation and 
failure, as his own home life crumbled. Six teachers built a support 
structure around the boy. He turned his academic record around, 
was accepted into the U.S. Naval Academy, and, finally, years later, 
married Sarah. 


One day, when she was working on her PhD at Hopkins, she 
happened to drive by Paul Laurence Dunbar High School in 
Baltimore. She was lonely and wanted to find a way to connect with 
people she could understand. She thought that maybe she could help 
students in Baltimore city schools the way people had helped Ryan. 
She decided she would find volunteers to rally around them, as she 
and the teachers had rallied around him. She asked the principal to 
give her the names of the most academically underperforming 
students at the school. She persuaded them to come see her—mostly 
by offering them pizza—and then asked if they'd be willing to help 
her develop a program. Most were happy to join, provided there was 
more pizza. She then convinced dozens of Hopkins students to 
volunteer and act as extended family members for the kids: driving 
them to school, bringing them lunch, driving them back to school 
when they skipped out, doing homework with them, taking them 
camping. 

Sarah didn’t fully appreciate it at the time, but a commitment 
had been made. Her science career was never going to happen. She 
formed Thread, which weaves a web of volunteers around 
Baltimore’s most academically underperforming teenagers. Each 
student has up to four volunteers in their Thread family. Each 
volunteer is coached by another volunteer, called the head of family, 
who serves as a support system for family volunteers. The HOF is 
coached by a still more experienced volunteer called a grandparent. 
The grandparents are coached by community managers, who are 
paid Thread staffers. Circling the whole system of relationships are 
Thread collaborators, who offer special expertise—legal help, SAT 
tutoring, mental health counseling, and so on. When students first 
get involved, they sign a contract saying they will be active in Thread 
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for ten years. In this commitment there is no early exit and no 
dropping out. 

The nominal point of Thread is to help underperforming 
teenagers. The real point of Thread is to build a web of relationships 
that stretches across the (so far) 415 students and the 1,000 
volunteers. The real point is to create a community in which it is 
possible to fight off loneliness—Sarah’s as much as anybody else’s. 


Often kids are wary as they begin Thread. As a few of them told 
me, they’d never had anyone consistently and unconditionally show 
up for them, and so they were suspicious and resentful when it 
started happening. Their first urge is often to flee, to reject the 
intrusion. Distrust is their resting state. But the Thread volunteers 
just keep showing up. 

“Unconditional love is so rare in life that it is identity changing 
when somebody keeps showing up even when you reject them,” 
Sarah says. “It is also identity changing to be the one rejected.” 

Sarah’s commitment is not to the Thread model; she’d change 
the organization in a minute if she felt it was right. It’s to the whole 
web of relationships. It’s to the community. It’s to Baltimore. Dozens 
of cities have asked Sarah to replicate Thread in their town, but she 
has turned them down. It’s better to go deep in Baltimore. There’s a 
pendant featuring a little map of the city on the necklace she wears 
every day. She is committed not to community in the abstract. She is 
committed to this one place and hopes that when Thread is big 
enough, it can change the fabric of the entire city. 


Thread is very systematic about the way relationships are 
structured. There is also a very systematic way of tracking contacts 
between the people in the community. Thread has created an app 
called Tapestry, which tracks every time a volunteer has a touchpoint 
with one of the young people. Tapestry can track how often a young 
person has touchpoints, who hasn’t had a touchpoint recently, and 
how concentrated touchpoints correlate to other outcomes. Sarah 
calls it the Fitbit of social relationships. Like a lot of the best 
community builders, Hemminger combines a yearning heart with an 
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engineer’s head. And like a lot of the best community builders, she 
has no recognition that she is doing anything extraordinary. 


THE COMBUSTION STORIES 


Gathering people together is the start of community, but it is not yet 
community. There has to be combustion—that moment when the 
substrate of one life touches the substrate of another, when, as 
people say afterward, you go deep. 

People generally enter a strange room with distrust and doubt 
and a feeling of discomfort. But if you gather a group of colleagues to, 
say, read a passage together, a story like Ursula K. Le Guin’s “The 
Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas,” then there’s an occasion to go 
deep. 

Some way or another, storytelling begins. Somebody shares a 
vulnerability and in that way assumes leadership. An ethos is 
established. As they say at Thread, everybody is going to “show all 
the way up.” That is, theyll bring their whole mess to the group. 
There’s an expectation in the room that everyone will “call a thing a 
thing.” There will be no evasions and euphemisms. A story follows a 
story, and soon enough the deepest stories are unearthed. 
Vulnerability is shared, emotions are aroused, combustion happens. 


It’s especially powerful when a strong person tells a story of 
weakness. Carter Davis, who lives in Oregon, has an organization 
called Lift for the 22, which helps vets struggling with depression and 
thoughts of suicide. He is quite open about his own attempt. “I 
remember sitting at my coffee table, looking at my gun, thinking 
what a joke I was. Here is this veteran who lives two blocks from the 
VA, who wasn’t even a combat veteran and here he is killing himself.” 
His own story opens up possibility for everybody else in the room. 

Michelle Leff is a board member at Thread. She is a strong, 
competent, powerful-seeming woman. She joined to help the young, 
but the radical honesty of the organization slowly eroded her 
defenses about herself. She began to tell her fellow board members 
stories she had never even told her own kids. And then she felt that 
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integrity demanded that she tell her kids what her own childhood 
had actually been like. 

When she thinks of growing up she thinks of pain, bleakness, 
and shame, she wrote. She thinks of her father’s rages, which could 
be set off by anything. It was her fault that she didn’t practice piano 
enough. It was her fault that she was so stupid she couldn't 
understand sixth-grade math in first grade. “I remember being in 
first grade and feeling fortunate that I had thick black hair because it 
hid the goose eggs from being punched in the head the night 
before....Anything that frustrated him (and he was easily frustrated) 
was taken out on either me or my mother. In my young mind, my 
crime seemed to be that I existed, took up space and cost money.” 


In ninth grade the pressure became too much. She tried to 
swallow fifty pain medication pills. She realized that overdosing is 
not easy. Her throat clenched up. She was both saddened and 
relieved when she woke up and discovered that her attempt at 
overdose had failed. 


Now she is a successful woman, sitting on an important board. 
Inspired by the conversations shed been part of, she decided to 
share the realities of her childhood—with the board and with her 
family—for the first time: “Why I show up for Thread,” she wrote in a 
letter to her family. “I remember clearly what it’s like to be 14 and 
feel trapped and powerless. Why I show up. Thread gives me the 
optimism of future, for the students and myself. Why I show up. 
Thread has given me this gift of Thread lens. At this point, my 
Thread lens has allowed me to examine my weaknesses (these biased 
assumptions and quick judgments I tend to make). Of most value to 
me, is that this Thread lens has allowed me to recognize the richness 
of relationships.” 

Michelle grew up loving Elton John, but never got to see him 
until about 2011, when he was playing in Baltimore. No one would go 
to the concert with her but her thirteen-year-old daughter. “When 
Elton John played songs from his album Goodbye Yellow Brick Road 
I started crying. But I wasn’t crying because I was sad, I was crying 
because I was so overcome with strong emotions as my mind 
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whipsawed between the stark contrast of my bleak childhood 
memories and my splendid adult life. When I was 13, I listened to 
Elton John most of the time wishing I was dead; but that night I was 
listening to his music with my 13-year-old daughter, both of us 
laughing. My life now is rich with strong, healthy relationships. Life 
has turned out to be so much better than I ever imagined.” 

When you are unveiling yourself, it can feel like you are going 
backward. You realize there is so much trauma around; there is so 
much blame, and so much forgiveness is required. You realize there 
are so many people torn between the temptation to deny traumatic 
events and the desire to proclaim them. Often the struggle comes out 
as anger, blame, and fury, which can make repair seem impossible. 

But, in fact, the honest, brutal story is the kind of story that 
produces combustion. We spend much of our time projecting 
accomplishments, talents, and capacity. The confrontation with 
weakness can have this detonating effect. 
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TWENTY-FOUR 


The Stages of Community Building II 


Personal stories are powerful. When they are told and received, trust 
is created. But in a narcissistic culture, it’s easy to stop there. It’s 
easy to sit around one evening, tell a personal tale about yourself, 
and then, having had a rich experience, go home under the illusion 
that you’ve done something good for the world. A commitment to 
community involves moving from “I” stories to “We” stories. The 
move, as always, is downward and then outward. Down into 
ourselves in vulnerability and then outward in solidarity with others. 

The next stage of village making is to tell the communal story— 
a story that links people together. Some places have thick stories and 
some have thin ones. I’m often in new suburbs in Nevada or Arizona, 
where not enough time has passed to have a village story, and you 
can feel the lack. On the other hand, recently I was in Wilkesboro, 
North Carolina, a town of about 3,500 in the northwestern part of 
the state. It’s 81 percent white with a median income of about 
$35,000, and it sits in a county where three-quarters of the votes 
went for Donald Trump in 2016. 


Wilkesboro and its neighboring town, North Wilkesboro, were 
once thriving business centers. Lowe’s, the American Furniture 
Company, Holly Farms, and Northwestern Bank were there, along 
with large mirror and furniture manufacturers. But those employers 
have either moved out, gone bankrupt, or been acquired by someone 
else. In the early 2000s, the town was hit hard by the opioid 
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epidemic. There was no place for young people to gather and no 
place for them to work. 

The town took its hits, but what’s striking about the place is that 
there is still a strong identity. There is a clear community story. 


Part of that identity comes from being Appalachian—having a 
distinct historic lineage, a culture of scrapping and fierce loyalty to 
one another. People in Wilkesboro can fight and scream with each 
other, but if you as an outsider say something critical about someone 
there, they rise as one to kick your ass. An outsider is defined as 
anyone not conceived in Wilkesboro. Yankees who move in while in 
the womb or later don’t count. 


Part of the community identity comes from what the ancestors 
accomplished long ago. “We’ve had a lot of great things created in 
Wilkes,” says Nate, who just opened a coffee shop. “That’s what we 
do in Wilkes, build things out of nothing. There’s a passion to do 
that.” 

A community is, in part, a group of people organized around a 
common story. People in Wilkesboro, like many places, tell a 
redemption narrative: rise, decline, endurance, revival. Part of the 
revival is spiritual, part is economic, and part is physical. 

“How do you create pride again? Everyone’s ashamed,” says LB, 
a young local activist. “We’re the town of abandoned factories. Were 
the town that survived that! Were a history of makers. We have 
made it. We know how to do it.” 


Then there is the common project. Communities don’t come 
together for the sake of community; they come together to build 
something together. In Wilkesboro, the common project is place 
making. We have a tendency to think the social fabric is in tatters 
because the culture is bad or economic forces are ripping everything 
to shreds. But sometimes there are just no places for people to get 
together. Wilkesboro once had a bowling alley in town, but it burned 
down, and nobody rebuilt it. Today, in response, people from all 
walks of life are opening coffee shops, health clubs, art galleries, and 
distilleries, and creating performance spaces, teen nights, and music 
festivals. 
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What’s fascinating is how cohesive this vision of recovery is, 
across many people, who, being people, sometimes feud and fuss. A 
coherent communal story is yet another new form of power. 


A town story can be formed in so many ways. When I was living 
in Chicago, Mike Royko and other local newspaper columnists 
shaped the city’s ethos and definition of itself. They rooted the 
Chicago story in its ethnic neighborhoods away from the lake (until 
Royko got rich and moved to the lakefront). In some places, artists 
form the community story. Diego Rivera’s stunning Detroit Industry 
Murals at the Detroit Institute of Arts define the city across four 
luscious walls. For a few decades, Detroit seemed to have nothing left 
but its story, but that was enough to keep it together, and now the 
city rises once again. One of the most important tasks of a 
community is to create its story. 


A community narrative has four parts, says Trabian Shorters, 
who leads a fellowship group for African American men out of Miami 
called BMe. There is framing (which defines the context), narrative 
(where we came from and where we are going), identity (who we 
are), and behavior (actions that define us). Community stories are 
almost always cross-generational. They start with the origin of a 
place, and then tell how it grew. 

Edmund Burke argued that people who have never looked 
backward to their ancestors will not be able to look forward and plan 
for the future. People who look backward to see the heroism and the 
struggle that came before see themselves as debtors who owe 
something, who have some obligation to pay it forward. “The idea of 
inheritance furnishes a sure principle of conservation and a sure 
principle of transmission,” Burke wrote. “We receive, we hold, we 
cherish what we have been given and enjoy these things and improve 
them for others. Respecting our ancestors, we learn to respect 
ourselves.” 

Honest communities tell complicated stories, about the times 
they sinned and inflicted pain as well as the times they endured and 
showed mercy. Honest American stories talk about slavery and 
racism. Honest New York stories tell about the destruction of the old 
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Penn Station and all the grand beauties that have been torn down for 
the name of commerce. There’s always something in every 
community out of joint, corrupted and unjust in some way. People in 
community live at a crossroads where their pride of place and anger 
at injustice meet. 


THE CODE OF THE NEIGHBOR 


After the community has come together and told its story, there is 
still the action to be taken: the act of weaving community out of 
isolation. Community building is done by daily acts of care, room by 
room. It is done by those who adopt the code of the neighbor. 


A neighbor is not on a solitary journey through life, but is one 
immersed. He sees himself as someone who has been shaped by a 
tradition of local behavior and place. He feels indebted to that legacy 
and is happy to pay off that debt. His work, family, and 
neighborhood lives are not in different silos. They are interconnected 
pieces of his service to his place. The code of the neighbor revolves 
around a few common principles: 


We are enough. The neighbor doesn’t wait for someone else to 
address the community’s problems. He is not just a spectator. As 
Peter Block writes, “Most sustainable improvements in community 
occur when citizens discover their own power to act. Whatever the 
symptom—drugs, deteriorating houses, poor economy, 
displacement, violence—it is when citizens stop waiting for 
professionals or elected leadership to do something, and decide they 
can reclaim what they have delegated to others, that things really 
happen. This act of power is present in most stories of lasting 
community improvement and change.” 

Village over self. A good person inconveniences himself for 
the sake of his community. A bad person inconveniences the 
community for the sake of himself. 

Initiating the connection. The good neighbor is the one who 
invites others over for dinner. The good neighbor is the one who is 
talking to one neighbor and introduces the other neighbor on the 
other side of the street. 
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Thirty-year eyes. A neighbor has a different time horizon than 
an individual. Her actions are not oriented toward making this place 
better tomorrow. Her actions are geared to make this place better 
thirty years from now. This child she is mentoring will be a town 
leader in thirty years. This festival she is organizing will be a 
tradition going strong in half a century. She plants trees that will 
bear fruit she will never eat, and cast shade she will never enjoy. 


Radical hospitality. Robert Frost wrote, “Home is the place 
where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.” When 
someone is in need, the code of the neighbor says hospitality is first, 
judgment and everything else comes later. The neighbor is like the 
father of the prodigal son who races out to greet him without asking 
questions. Grace and forgiveness first, then we can think about what 
went wrong and heal whatever breach. 

The community is the expert. Neighbors know that it’s not 
just the school that educates the child, it’s not just the police who 
keep the town safe, it’s not just the hospital that keeps the people 
healthy. It is the shared way of living. People are safe when the 
streetscape is active. People are healthy when healthy eating is the 
norm. Kids are educated where adults talk to and encourage the 
young. It’s the norms and behavior of the neighborhood. It’s the 
people puzzling together to find the best way to live. 


Coming in under. Hermann Hesse wrote a short story called 
“Journey to the East,” in which a group of men take a long journey. 
They are accompanied by a servant named Leo who does the menial 
chores and lifts the group’s spirits with his singing. He takes care of 
the little things. The trip is going well until Leo disappears. 
Everything falls into disarray, and the trip is abandoned. 


Many years later, one of the men stumbles into the organization 
that had sponsored the journey and discovered that Leo is, in fact, 
the leader of this great organization and not some functionary. This 
story inspired the concept of servant leadership. The lesson is that a 
community leader is often the person doing the “menial” tasks, the 
supportive person. As George Eliot observed in the famous last 
sentence of Middlemarch: “The growing good of the world is partly 
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dependent on unhistoric acts; and that things are not so ill with you 
and me as they might have been, is half owing to the number who 
lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.” 

The least are the most. Communities are defined by the 
treatment of the least among them: the young, the poor, the disabled, 
or the very sad. Jean Vanier built communities for the mentally 
disabled. “I come here to tell you how much life these people have 
given me,” he once told an audience at Harvard. “That they have an 
incredible gift to bring to our world, they are a source of hope, peace 
and perhaps salvation for our wounded world....If we keep our eyes 
fixed on them, if we are faithful to them, we will always find our 
path.” 


The sin is partly my own. Mutual fallibility is one of the 
glues that hold community together. We understand that we're all 
weak and selfish some of the time. We often contribute to the 
problems we ourselves complain about. 


“True community is different because of the realization that the 
evil is inside—not just inside the community but inside me,” Vanier 
writes. “I cannot think of taking the speck of dust out of my 
neighbor’s eye unless Im working on the log in my own.” 
Community is a place of pain because it’s a place where the truth 
about one another comes out. But it’s also a place of loving through 
the pain, of disagreement that can be expressed freely precisely 
because of the unconditional love. 


THE VILLAGE COMPACT 


In his book The Home We Build Together, Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 
points out that in the Bible the description of the creation of the 
universe in Genesis is covered in a mere thirty-four verses. But then 
there is this weird episode in the book of Exodus that takes up an 
entire third of that book—hundreds and hundreds of verses. It is the 
instructions for the building of the tabernacle. 

Why should the building of this one structure—with specific 
instructions about the length of the beams and all the different 
woods and ornaments—require such minute attention? It’s because 
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the Israelites are not yet a people. They are an oppressed and 
disparate group of tribes and individuals. As Sacks puts it, “To turn a 
group of individuals into a covenantal nation, they must build 
something together.” A people is made by making, Sacks continues; a 
nation is built by building. 

Sacks tells the story of the British diplomat Victor Mishcon. In 
the early 1980s he was trying to negotiate a peace deal in the Middle 
East, so he invited King Hussein of Jordan and Israeli foreign 
minister Shimon Peres over to his house for dinner. They had the 
meal and a pleasant conversation, and eventually they got up to 
leave. Mishcon told them they weren’t going anywhere. They had to 
do the dishes. He put King Hussein by the sink and Peres by the 
drying rack and had them work side by side, washing and drying. 
This was the point of the evening to him. 

Prince Holmes is director of Youth Rebuilding New Orleans. He 
brings together different kinds of young people and puts them to 
work building houses. “The community we build is more important 
than building the homes,” he says. “We're big on energy. The fact 
that you can build a wall with someone that you’ve never met before 
creates an instant bond. It’s not work to me.” 


The act of working on common projects redraws the boundaries 
between groups and redefines where someone is on the hierarchy. 
Suddenly a guy good with his hands is higher than the guy from the 
executive suite. In Exodus, the Israelites are never happier than they 
are when building the tabernacle. 


When people come together to build something, they make 
implied promises to one another. They promise to work things out. 
They promise to do their fair share or more of the work. They 
promise to follow through on the intention to build something new. 

I sometimes think they should make this moment explicit. Just 
as a couple make vows to each other at a wedding ceremony, I 
sometimes think that communities should organize a village compact 
ceremony. European colonists who came to America in 1620 signed 
the Mayflower Compact, in which they publicly vowed to “combine 
ourselves in a civil body politic.” A modern ceremony could involve a 
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group of people swearing loyalty to one another, specifying what 
sorts of projects they are willing to take, what price they are willing 
to pay. A modern ceremony could have initiation rites, rituals of 
mutual belonging, the retelling of the community story, symbols that 
signify common membership, and a sacred meeting spot, where 
people across generations can make their vows. Then of course 
there’d be a party. 


THE POSSIBILITY CONVERSATION 


There is something in our culture that naturally pushes us to think in 
terms of problem solving. Life is a series of problems to be analyzed 
and addressed. How do we fix our failing schools? How do we reduce 
violence? These problem-centered questions are usually the wrong 
ones to ask. They focus on deficits, not gifts. 

A problem conversation tends to focus on one moment in time— 
the moment when a student didn’t graduate from high school, the 
moment when a young person commits a crime, the moment when a 
person is homeless. But actual lives are lived cumulatively. It takes a 
whole series of shocks before a person becomes homeless—loss of a 
job, breakdown in family relationship, maybe car problems or some 
transportation issue. It takes a whole series of shocks before a kid 
drops out of school. If you abstract away from the cumulative nature 
of life and define the problem as one episode, you are abstracting 
away from how life is lived. All conversations are either humanizing 
or dehumanizing, and problem-centered conversations tend to be 
impersonal and dehumanizing. 

The better community-building conversations focus on 
possibilities, not problems. They are questions such as, What 
crossroads do we stand at right now? What can we build together? 
How can we improve our lives together? What talents do we have 
here that haven’t been fully expressed? 

A possibility conversation is a conversation that leads to a 
biography of success. What would a person’s biography look like if 
life started going better? Such a conversation doesn’t start with the 
impersonal question, How do we tackle homelessness? It starts with 
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the personal question, What can we do to help Mary lead a life of 
stability, safety, and security in a home? When you envision success 
as biography—as one particular person living on a different life 
trajectory—you see, in very concrete ways, all the different factors 
that go into a better future. You see all the different relationships 
that need to be built. You see how the social and emotional layer has 
to be acknowledged, even though the issue you are talking about is 
superficially only physical, like finding the homeless housing. 


Modern social scientists unfortunately tend to think in statistical 
correlations, not in biographical narratives. Randomized controlled 
experiments seek to tease out distinct cause-and-effect relationships 
between one input and one outcome. Social science often seeks to 
disaggregate. But actual lives are longitudinal and relational. Actual 
lives are lived out amid a thousand different influences that interact 
in a million different ways over time. It distorts reality to try to chop 
a life up into distinct cause-and-effect slices, as if a human being 
were a billiard ball. We tend to understand this when talking about 
our own lives but we tend to objectivize things when talking about 
others, or groups of others. 


The question in a possibility conversation is not, Who’s to 
blame? It’s, What assets can we deploy to make our neighborhood 
one in which everybody looks out for one another? What gifts can we 
contribute that we might not yet even see in ourselves yet? In 
Denver, for example, Nepalese immigrants have trouble integrating 
into the public school system. Kate Garvin, a local community 
weaver, realized that village elders were an underutilized source of 
galvanizing, guiding, and convening power. So she integrated the 
elders into the school system and liberated an untapped source of 
community wealth. In Washington, D.C., Sharon Murphy takes in 
refugees and others who are at some of the lowest points of their 
lives, yet, she says, “You come to Mary House to become stronger at 
what you're already doing well.” This is possibility thinking. If you 
want to shift the culture, you’ve got to have a conversation you 
haven't had before, one that is about long-term possibilities. What 
can this place be like in 2049? 
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THE INVENTION OF TRADITION 


When a community begins to build together, they don’t just create 
new stuff; they create new norms. They make a contribution to the 
community, and over time that contribution becomes the thing 
everybody is expected to do. For example, my friend Rod Dreher had 
a sister named Ruthie who lived in a small town in Louisiana. Ruthie 
was a teacher, one of those people who radiate an inner light. 
Tragically, she died of cancer at forty. More than one thousand 
people came to her funeral. Ruthie loved to go barefoot, so the 
pallbearers, from the local fire department, where her husband 
worked, carried her casket to the grave barefoot. 


Ruthie always thought the dead of her town should be 
remembered on Christmas, so she created a tradition. Every 
Christmas Eve she would go to the town cemetery to put a lit candle 
on each gravestone. Ruthie happened to die just before Christmas, 
and as the family was sitting around on that Christmas Eve, Rod 
asked his mother if she would like to do what Ruthie used to do—to 
light a candle on each gravestone. His mother replied that maybe in 
other years that would be good, but this year it was just too tough. 


That evening Rod’s parents attended mass and drove home, 
early evening, by the cemetery. They looked over and gasped. There 
were hundreds of lights. Somebody else had put a candle on every 
gravestone. Thats how community works. Somebody starts 
something. A new tradition is established. Other people step in and 
carry it on. 


A NEW CIVIC ARCHITECTURE 


The really difficult community projects don’t just require a new 
organization or new norms. They require an entirely new civic 
architecture. Not long ago, in Spartanburg, South Carolina, I visited 
the offices of something called the Spartanburg Academic Movement 
(SAM). The walls were lined with charts measuring such things as 
kindergarten readiness, third-grade reading scores, and 
postsecondary enrollment. 
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Around the table was just about anybody in Spartanburg who 
might touch a child’s life. There were school superintendents and 
principals, but there were also the heads of the chamber of 
commerce and the local United Way, the police chief, a former mayor 
and the newspaper editor, someone from the healthcare sector, and a 
bunch of statisticians. This coalition was like nothing I'd seen before. 
It was private sector and public sector, church and business. It was 
representatives from nearly every sector in the community, and they 
were all staring at the same charts. 


The people at SAM track everything they can measure about 
Spartanburg’s young people from cradle to career. They gather 
everybody who might have any influence upon this data—parents, 
churches, doctors, nutrition experts, and the like. And then together, 
as a community-wide system, they ask questions: Where are children 
falling off track? Why? What assets do we have in our system that 
can be applied to this problem? How can we work together to apply 
those assets? 


This was very different from the way I was used to seeing 
communities try to achieve their possibilities. In most cases, you 
have a bunch of organizations who want to do good. They apply to a 
local foundation or government agencies and compete for grants. A 
few get chosen, and they go off and do their thing. One donor, one 
organization, one problem, one program. Then, after a few years, 
somebody does a study to see if that program had any measurable 
effect, which most of the time it hasn’t. You wind up with a 
community in which a random spray of programs are competing for 
a smallish pot of money, working independently and often at cross- 
purposes, exaggerating their successes and hiding their failures. And 
you sort of hope it all somehow works out. 


But in Spartanburg, the groups I saw weren’t trying to compete 
for money to show they were having isolated impact. They were part 
of a network working in interdependent ways to have collective 
impact. When life is going well, it’s because these influences are 
flowing together and reinforcing one another. SAM tries to harness 
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dozens of influences in a way that conforms to the way people and 
places actually grow. 


SAM embodies a new civic architecture that has become known 
as the “collective impact” approach. SAM is not a lone case. 
Spartanburg is one of seventy communities around the country that 
use what is called the StriveTogether method. StriveTogether began 
in Cincinnati just over a decade ago. A few community leaders were 
trying to improve education in the city and thinking of starting 
another program. But a Procter and Gamble executive who was part 
of the group observed, “We’re program rich, but system poor.” In 
other words, Cincinnati had plenty of programs. What it lacked was 
an effective system to coordinate them. 


A methodology was born, and with it, yet another new form of 
community power: organize around the data; focus on the assets of 
the community, not the deficits; realize there is no one silver-bullet 
solution; create a “backbone organization” (like SAM) that can bring 
all the players together; coordinate decision-making; communicate 
continuously; create working teams to implement action; share 
accountability. 

At one point the folks in Cincinnati noticed that their students 
were not coming to school prepared for kindergarten. The data 
suggested that the private pre-K programs were performing better 
than the public ones. So the public school system allocated some of 
its money to support other, private, programs, making Cincinnati 
one of the first cities to offer universal pre-K. That’s a community 
working as one. 

Collective impact structures got their name in 2011, when John 
Kania and Mark Kramer wrote an influential essay for the Stanford 
Social Innovation Review, in which they cited StriveTogether and 
provided the philosophical and theoretical basis for this kind of 
approach. 

Collective impact starts with a group of people who are driven, 
Kania and Kramer argue, by an urgency for change. Maybe they want 
to extend the local life span by five years. Maybe they want to end 
homelessness. 
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They realize the complexity of their problem. They are not going 
to have a predetermined solution when they start. They're going to 
engage in a long, iterative process of action and response before they 
can figure out the right mix of programs—in other words, they’re 
going to have to commit large sums of money and effort before they 
know exactly what they are going to do with the money, which is an 
uncomfortable thing to do. 


What they’re investing in is a learning process. Theyre getting 
the whole community to look at a complex problem together from a 
lot of different vantage points and letting the solutions emerge from 
the ensuing conversation. The quality of their efforts is defined by 
the quality of their questions, such as, Why, despite our best efforts, 
have we been unable to make this situation better? 


In effect, they’re designing a way to get the whole community to 
travel like a flock. A flock of birds has the astonishing ability to travel 
together and shift course without the individual birds bumping into 
one another. They do it, scientists have learned, because each bird 
follows three simple rules: maintain minimum distance between you 
and the neighboring bird; fly at the same speed as your neighbor; 
always fly toward the center of the flock. 


Collective impact requires systems thinking. Systems thinking is 
built around the idea that if you take the direct approach to any 
problem, you’re probably going to screw things up because you don’t 
see the complexity of the whole system. For example, people used to 
think the way to solve crime was to throw large numbers of criminals 
in prison. It seemed to work at first, but over time it became clear 
that mass incarceration was taking potentially productive men out of 
the neighborhood; it was subjecting them to a prison experience that, 
later on, would steer them back toward crime and further destabilize 
neighborhoods. Over the long term you’ve ended up making the 
problem you're trying to address that much worse. 

A systems approach means acknowledging that each of us sees 
only a part of a complex world. If you pull one lever here, you’re 
probably going to produce an unexpected outcome over there. It 
takes the entire flock, the entire community, to map the whole 
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system and act on all its parts in a continuous way, with continuous 
feedback conversations. 


In a collaborative system, you set up an arrangement in which 
nobody is punished for an unpleasant fact. For example, many school 
systems use data as a way to grade schools, close schools, and get 
them to compete. In Spartanburg they never do that. They want all of 
the players in the system to be cooperating, not competing. They 
need to have purity of communication above all and transparency 
about the data. They don’t want anybody hiding data because they're 
afraid of what punishments may come. They use data as a flashlight, 
not a hammer. This ethic of contribution (Everybody gives) and this 
ethic of total collaboration (Were all responsible) is central to 
community work at its highest level. 


THE THICKENING 


On the first mountain, the emphasis is on the unencumbered self, 
individual accomplishment, creating a society in which everyone is 
free to be themselves. This is a fluid society, and over the short term 
a productive society, but it is a thin society. It is a society in which 
people are only lightly attached to each other and to their 
institutions. The second-mountain society is a thick society. The 
organizations and communities in that society leave a mark. And so 
I’ve been thinking a lot about what makes an organization thick or 
thin. 


The thick communities have a distinct culture—the way the 
University of Chicago, Morehouse College, the U.S. Marine Corps do. 
A thick institution is not trying to serve its people instrumentally, to 
give them a degree or to simply help them earn a salary. A thick 
institution seeks to change the person’s whole identity. It engages the 
whole person: head, hands, heart, and soul. 

Thick institutions have a physical location, often cramped, 
where members meet face-to-face on a regular basis, such as a 
dinner table or a packed gym or an assembly hall. Such institutions 
have a set of collective rituals—fasting or reciting some creed in 
unison or standing in formation. They have shared tasks, which often 
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involve members closely watching one another, the way hockey 
teammates have to observe one another on the ice. In such 
institutions people occasionally sleep overnight in the same retreat 
center or facility, so that everybody can see each other’s real self, 
before makeup and after dinner. 


Such organizations often tell and retell a sacred origin story 
about themselves. Many experienced a moment when they nearly 
failed, and they celebrate the heroes who pulled them from the brink. 
They incorporate music into daily life, because it is hard not to 
become bonded with someone you have sung and danced with. 

They have idiosyncratic local cultures. Too many colleges, for 
example, feel like one another. But the ones that really leave a mark 
on their students (St. John’s, Kenyon, Wheaton, MIT) have the 
courage to be distinct. You can love or hate such places. But when 
you meet a graduate you know it, and when they meet each other, 
even decades hence, they know they have something important in 
common. 


University of Pennsylvania psychologist Angela Duckworth adds 
that thick institutions almost always have a clearly defined shared 
goal, such as winning the Super Bowl or saving the environment. 
They have initiation rituals; a sacred guidebook or object passed 
down from generation to generation; distinct jargon and phrases that 
are spoken inside the culture but misunderstood outside it; a label, 
such as being a KIPPster for a KIPP charter school student; and they 
often have uniforms or other emblems, such as flags, rings, bracelets. 

Jonathan Haidt of NYU advises that if you want to create a thick 
institution, you should call attention to the traits people have in 
common, not the ones that set them apart. Second, exploit 
synchrony. Have people sing or play or move together. Third, create 
healthy competition among teams, not individuals. People fight and 
sacrifice more for their buddies than for an abstraction, so embed 
people in team relationships. 

Thick institutions are oriented around a shared moral cause. 
They don’t see their members as resources to be exploited but as 
fellow marchers in a holy mission. Thick institutions tear you down 
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in order to build you up. They enmesh you within long traditions and 
sacred customs that seem archaic a lot of the time. They ask you to 
bury your own identity in the collective identity. They point to an 
ideal that is far in the distance and can’t be achieved in a single 
lifetime. “The secret of life,” the sculptor Henry Moore once said, “is 
to have a task, something you devote your entire life to, something 
you bring everything to, every minute of every day for the rest of your 
life. And the most important thing is, it must be something you 
cannot possibly do.” 
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TWENTY-FIVE 


Conclusion: The Relationalist Manifesto 


In this book I’ve talked a lot about two mountains. As I mentioned, 
this device was an attempt to render in narrative form the contrast 
between two different moral worldviews. The first mountain is the 
individualist worldview, which puts the desires of the ego at the 
center. The second mountain is what you might call the relationalist 
worldview, which puts relation, commitment, and the desires of the 
heart and soul at the center. My core argument has been that we 
have overdone it with the individualist worldview. By conceiving of 
ourselves mostly as autonomous selves, we’ve torn our society to 
shreds, opened up division and tribalism, come to worship individual 
status and self-sufficiency, and covered over what is most beautiful 
in each human heart and soul. 


In this conclusion, Id like to bring the different strands of the 
argument together. But rd like to bring them together not with 
quotes from other people and not with stories and parables, but in 
manifesto form, with all the bluntness, fervor, and conviction that 
has driven me, with increasing intensity, to write this book. 

The world is in the midst of one of those transition moments. 
The individualistic moral ecology is crumbling around us. It has left 
people naked and alone. For many, the first instinctive reaction is the 
evolutionary one: Revert to tribe. If we as a society respond to the 
excesses of “I’m Free to Be Myself” with an era of “Revert to Tribe,” 
then the twenty-first century will be a time of conflict and violence 
that will make the twentieth look like child’s play. 
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There is another way to find belonging. There is another way to 
find meaning and purpose. There is another vision of a healthy 
society. It is through relationalism. It is by going deep into ourselves 
and finding there our illimitable ability to care, and then spreading 
outward in commitment to others. In this manifesto, I try to make 
the case against the hyper-individualism of the current moment, and 
for relationalism, a better way to live. 


Hyper-Individualism 


. There is always a balance between self and society. In 


some ages the pressures of the group become stifling 
and crush the self, and individuals feel a desperate 
need to break free and express their individuality. In 
our age, by contrast, the self is inflated and the 
collective is weak. We have swung too far in the 
direction of individualism. The result is a loss of 
connection—a crisis of solidarity. 


. Hyper-individualism, the reigning ethos of our day, is 


a system of morals, feelings, ideas, and practices 
based on the idea that the journey through life is an 
individual journey, that the goals of life are individual 
happiness, authenticity, self-actualization, and self- 
sufficiency. Hyper-individualism puts the same 
question on everybody’s lips: What can I do to make 
myself happy? 


. Hyper-individualism rests upon an emancipation 


story. The heroic self breaks free from the stifling 
chains of society. The self stands on its own two feet, 
determines its own destiny, secures its own individual 
rights. Hyper-individualism defines freedom as 
absence from restraint. 


.In this way,  hyper-individualism gradually 


undermines any connection not based on individual 
choice—the connections to family, neighborhood, 
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culture, nation, and the common good. Hyper- 
individualism erodes our obligations and 
responsibilities to others and our kind. 

5. The central problems of our day flow from this 
erosion: social isolation, distrust, polarization, the 
breakdown of family, the loss of community, 
tribalism, rising suicide rates, rising mental health 
problems, a spiritual crisis caused by a loss of 
common purpose, the loss—in nation after nation—of 
any sense of common solidarity that binds people 
across difference, the loss of those common stories 
and causes that foster community, mutuality, 
comradeship, and purpose. 


6. The core flaw of hyper-individualism is that it leads to 
a degradation and a pulverization of the human 
person. It is a system built upon the egoistic drives 
within each of us. These are the self-interested drives 
—the desire to excel; to make a mark in the world; to 
rise in wealth, power, and status; to win victories and 
be better than others. Hyper-individualism does not 
emphasize and eventually does not even see the other 
drives—the deeper and more elusive motivations that 
seek connection, fusion, service, and care. These are 
not the desires of the ego, but the longings of the 
heart and soul: the desire to live in loving 
interdependence with others, the yearning to live in 
service of some ideal, the yearning to surrender to a 
greater good. Hyper-individualism numbs_ these 
deepest longings. Eventually, hyper-individualism 
creates isolated, self-interested monads who sense 
that something is missing in their lives but cannot 
even name what it is. 

7. Hyper-individualism thrives within the systems of the 
surface. Consumerism amputates what is central to 
the person for the sake of material acquisition. The 
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meritocracy amputates what is deepest for individual 
“success.” Unbalanced capitalism turns people into 
utility-maximizing, speeding workaholics that no 
permanent attachment can penetrate. 


8. The hyper-individualist finds himself enmeshed in a 
network of conditional love. I am worthy of being 
loved only when I have achieved the status or success 
the world expects of me. I am worthy of love only 
when I can offer the other person something in 
return. I am what the world says about me. In the 
end, hyper-individualism doesn’t make people self- 
sufficient and secure. It obliterates emotional and 
spiritual security by making everything conditional. It 
makes people extremely sensitive to the judgments of 
others and quick to take offense when they feel 
slighted. 


9. Hyper-individualism directs people toward false and 
unsatisfying lives. Some people lead an aesthetic life. 
They get to taste a series of experiences which may be 
pleasant, but which don’t accumulate into anything 
because they are not serving a large cause. Some 
people become insecure overachievers. They seek to 
win by accomplishing the love, admiration, and 
attachment they can’t get any other way, but of course 
no amount of achievement ever gives them the love 
they crave. 

10. When you build a whole society on an overly thin view 
of human nature, you wind up with a dehumanized 
culture in which people are starved of the things they 
yearn for most deeply. 

11.The uncommitted person is the unremembered 
person. A person who does not commit to some 
loyalty outside the self leaves no deep mark on the 
world. 
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12. Hyper-individualism leads to tribalism. People 
eventually rebel against the isolation and 
meaninglessness of hyper-individualism by joining a 
partisan tribe. This seems like relation but is actually 
its opposite. If the relationalist mentality is based on 
mutual affection, the tribalist mentality is based on 
mutual distrust. It is always us versus them, friend or 
enemy, destroy or be destroyed. Anger is the mode. 
The tribalist is seeking connection but isolates himself 
ever more bitterly within his own resentments and 
distrust. Tribalism is the dark twin of community. The 
tragic paradox of hyper-individualism is that what 
began as an ecstatic liberation ends up as a war of 
tribe against tribe that crushes the individuals it 
sought to free. 


Relationalism 


1. The revolution will be moral, or it will not be at all. 
Modern society needs a moral ecology that rejects the 
reigning hyper-individualism of the moment. We 
need to articulate a creed that puts relation, not the 
individual, at the center, and which articulates, in 
clear form, the truths we all know: that we are formed 
by relationship, we are nourished by relationship, and 
we long for relationship. Life is not a solitary journey. 
It is building a home together. It is a process of being 
formed by attachments and then forming attachments 
in turn. It is a great chain of generations passing 
down gifts to one another. 

2. The hyper-individualist sees society as a collection of 
individuals who contract with one another. The 
relationalist sees society as a web of connections that 
in many ways precedes choice. A hyper-individualist 
sees the individual as a self-sufficient unit; the 
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relationalist says, a person is a node in a network, a 
personality is a movement toward others. 


3. As a child, each persons emotional and spiritual 
foundation is formed by the unconditional love of a 
caring adult. Each person’s attachment style is formed 
by the dance of interactions between herself and a 
loving adult. “We” precedes “me.” 


4. As adults, we measure our lives by the quality of our 
relationships and the quality of our service to those 
relationships. Life is a qualitative endeavor, not a 
quantitative one. It’s not how many, but how thick 
and how deep. Defining what a quality relationship 
looks like is a central task of any moral ecology. 


5. The best adult life is lived by making commitments 
and staying faithful to those commitments: 
commitments to a vocation, to a family, to a 
philosophy or faith, to a community. Adult life is 
about making promises to others, being faithful to 
those promises. The beautiful life is found in the 
mutual giving of unconditional gifts. 


6. Relationalism is a middle way between hyper- 
individualism and collectivism. The former detaches 
the person from all deep connection. The latter 
obliterates the person within the group, and sees 
groups as faceless herds. The relationalist sees each 
person as a node in a thick and enchanted web of 
warm commitments. She seeks to build a 
neighborhood, nation, and world of diverse and 
creative people who have made commitments in a 
flowering of different ways, who are nonetheless 
bound together by sacred chords. 

7. Relationalism is not a system of ideas. It is a way of 
life. Relationalism is a viewpoint that draws from 
many sources, from Edmund Burke and Martin 
Luther King, Jr., from Martin Buber and Dorothy Day 
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and Walt Whitman, from Jacques Maritain, 
Emmanuel Mounier, Martha Nussbaum, and Annie 
Dillard to Gandhi and Josiah Royce. 


8. The hyper-individualist operates by a straightforward 
logic: I make myself strong and I get what I want. The 
relationalist says, Life operates by an inverse logic. I 
possess only when I give. I lose myself to find myself. 
When I surrender to something great, that’s when I 
am strongest and most powerful. 


The Process of Becoming a Person 


1. The central journey of modern life is moving self to 
service. We start out listening to the default settings 
of the ego and gradually learn to listen to the higher 
callings of the heart and soul. 


2. Much of modern social thought, drawing on thinkers 
such as Machiavelli, Hobbes, and modern economics, 
sees human beings as fundamentally selfish. Children, 
Freud wrote, “are completely egoistic; they feel their 
needs intensely and strive ruthlessly to satisfy them.” 
Most of modern thought was written by men, and 
often a certain sort of alpha men, who did not even 
see the systems of care that undergirded the societies 
in which they lived. 


3. Relationalism asserts that human beings are both 
fundamentally broken but also splendidly endowed. 
We have egoistic self-interested desires, and we need 
those desires in order to accomplish some of the 
necessary tasks of life: to build an identity, to make a 
mark on the world, to break away from parents, to 
create and to shine. Our savage impulses to dominate, 
murder, rape, and pillage are written across the 
annals of history. But relationalism asserts that there 
are other, deeper parts of ourselves. There are 
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motivations that are even stronger than self-interest, 
even if they are more elusive. At the deepest center of 
each person there is what we call, metaphorically, the 
heart and soul. There are capacities that can tame the 
savage lusts and subdue the beasts that remain inside, 
and those capacities are realized in community. 

4. The heart is that piece of us that longs for fusion with 
others. We are not primarily thinking creatures; we 
are primarily loving and desiring creatures. We are 
defined by what we desire. We become what we love. 
The core question for each of us is, Have we educated 
our emotions to love the right things in the right way? 


5. The soul is the piece of us that gives each person 
infinite dignity and worth. Slavery is wrong because it 
obliterates a soul. Rape is not just an assault on 
physical molecules; it obliterates another soul. The 
soul yearns for goodness. Each human being wants to 
lead a good and meaningful life, and feels life falling 
apart when it seems meaningless. 

6. A child is born with both ego and heart and soul on 
full display. But for many people, around adolescence, 
the ego begins to swell, and the heart and soul recede. 
People at this age need to establish an identity, to 
carve a self. Meanwhile, our society tells adolescent 
boys to bury their emotions and become men. It tells 
little girls that if they reveal the true depths of 
themselves, nobody will like them. Our public culture 
normalizes selfishness, rationalizes egoism, and 
covers over and renders us inarticulate about the 
deeper longings of the heart and soul. 

7. But eventually most people realize that something is 
missing in the self-interested life. They achieve 
worldly success and find it unsatisfying. Or perhaps 
they have fallen in love, or been loved in a way that 
plows open the crusty topsoil of life and reveals the 
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true personality down below. Or perhaps they endure 
a period of failure, suffering, or grief that carves 
through the surface and reveals the vast depths 
underneath. One way or another, people get 
introduced to the full depths of themselves, the full 
amplitude of life. They realize that only emotional, 
moral, and spiritual food can provide the 
nourishment they crave. 


8.When a person has undergone one of these 
experiences, which can happen at any age, she is no 
longer just an individual; she has become a person. 
Her whole personhood is alive and engaged. She has 
discovered, down at the substrate, her infinite ability 
to care. Relationalism guides us as we undertake this 
personal transformation, surpassing the desires of the 
ego and taking on a bigger journey. 


9.The movement toward becoming a person is 
downward and then outward: To peer deeper into 
ourselves where we find the yearnings for others, and 
then outward in relationship toward the world. A 
person achieves self-mastery, Maritain wrote, for the 
purpose of self-giving. 

10. An individual who has become a person has staged a 
rebellion. She rebels against the individualistic ethos 
and all the systems of impersonalism. Society tells her 
to want independence, but she has declared her 
interdependence. Society says we live in a materialist 
reality, but she says we live in an enchanted reality. 
Society tells her to keep her options open, but she 
says, No, I will commit. I will root myself down. 
Society says, Try to rise above and be better than; she 
says, No, I will walk with, serve, and come in under. 
Society says, Cultivate with the self-interested side of 
your life; she says, No, I will cultivate the whole of 
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myself. Life goes well only when you are living with 
the whole of yourself. 


11. The relationalist doesn’t walk away from the capitalist 
meritocracy, the systems of mainstream life. But she 
balances that worldview with a countervailing ethos 
that supplements, corrects, and ennobles. She walks 
in that world, with all its pleasures and achievements, 
but with a different spirit, a different approach, and 
different goals. She is communal where the world is 
too individual. She is more emotional when the world 
is too cognitive. She is moral when the world is too 
utilitarian. 


The Good Life 


1. The relationalist is not trying to dominate life by 
sheer willpower. He is not gripping the steering wheel 
and trying to strategize his life. He has made himself 
available. He has opened himself up so that he can 
hear a call and respond to a summons. He is asking, 
What is my responsibility here? When a person finds 
his high calling in life, it doesn’t feel like he has taken 
control; it feels like he has surrendered control. The 
most creative actions are those made in response to a 
summons. 

2.The summons often comes in the form of love. A 
person falls in love with her child, her husband, her 
neighborhood, her calling, or her God. And with that 
love comes an urge to make promises—to say, I will 
always love you. I will always serve you and be there 
for you. Life is a vale of promise making. 

3. Or asummons may come in the form of a need. There 
is some injustice, some societal wrong, that needs to 
be fixed. A person assumes responsibility—makes a 
promise to fight that fight and right that wrong. 
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4. When a summons has been felt and a promise has 
been made, a commitment has been sealed. The life of 
a relationalist is defined by its commitments. The 
quality and fulfillment of her life will be defined by 
what she commits to and how she fulfills those 
commitments. 


5.A commitment is a promise made from love. A 
commitment is a promise made without expecting 
any return (though there will be returns aplenty). A 
committed relationship is a two-way promise. It is 
you throwing yourself wholeheartedly for another and 
another throwing himself wholeheartedly for you. 


6.The person makes his commitments maximal 
commitments. He doesn’t just have a career; he has a 
vocation. He doesn’t just have a contract marriage 
(What’s in it for me?). He has a covenantal marriage 
(I live and die for you). He doesn’t just have opinions. 
He submits to a creed. He doesn’t just live in a place. 
He helps build a community. Furthermore, he is not 
just committed to this abstract notion of 
“community.” He is committed to a specific 
community, to a specific person, to a specific creed— 
things grounded in particular times and places. 

7. By committing and living up to the daily obligations 
of his commitments, the person integrates himself 
into a coherent whole. Commitments organize the 
hours and the days of a life. A committed person 
achieves consistency across time. His character is 
built through the habitual acts of service to the people 
he loves. His character is built by being the humble 
recipient of other peoples gifts and thus 
acknowledging his own dependency. A contract gets 
you benefits, but a commitment transforms who you 
are. 
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Relationalists prioritize those actions that deepen 
commitment, build relation, and enhance human 
dignity: giving, storytelling, dance, singing, common 
projects, gathering, dining, ritual, deep conversation, 
common prayer, forgiveness, creating beauty, mutual 
comfort in times of sadness and threat, mutual labor 
for the common good. 


. Acommitted life involves some common struggles. 
10. 


It is, for example, a constant struggle to see people at 
their full depths. In the business of daily life there is 
the constant temptation to see the other person as an 
object and not a whole. There is the constant 
temptation to label and generalize. There is the 
constant temptation to reduce people to data and to 
see them as data points. You can count apples with 
data. You can track human behavior in the mass. But 
there is something that is unique and irreplaceable 
about each person that data cannot see. The 
relationalist tries to see each individual as a whole 
person—as a body, mind, heart, and soul. 


There is the constant struggle to communicate well. 
At every moment there is either a depth of 
communication or a shallowness of communication. 
The relationalist seeks conditions that will make 
communication deep and pure. This is hard because 
there’s something in ourselves that eludes our ability 
to communicate it. There is something proper about 
modesty and the slow unveiling of one’s self. To 
achieve I-Thou communication, even to glimpse it, 
the relationalist sits patiently as vulnerabilities are 
gradually revealed. She offers safety and respect. 
Sometimes what is deepest is related in the form of 
myth, story, and music. When communication fails or 
is corrupted, the French philosopher Emmanuel 
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Mounier says, I suffer a loss of myself. Madness and 
misery is a severance of communication with others. 


There is the constant struggle to live as an effective 
giver and receiver of gifts. There are millions of 
people around us whose lives are defined by 
generosity and service. Personal being, Mounier 
continues, is essentially generous. But our society 
does not teach us how to be an effective giver of gifts. 
The schools don’t emphasize it. The popular culture is 
confused about it. 


It is a constant struggle to see life through a moral 
lens. The practical workaday world primes the 
utilitarian lens. Consumerism calls forth a self that is 
oriented around material pleasure. Money has an 
anonymous power and tends to render the person on 
the other side of a transaction invisible. Workplace 
rivalries and modern politics require armored 
individuals—human tanks with no exposure. The 
effort to fight the utilitarian lens and see daily life 
through a moral lens is a hard and never-ending 
struggle. 

These struggles are not against other people. The line 
between ego and soul runs down the middle of every 
person. Most of us, from time to time, buy into a 
workaholic ethos that leaves us with little time for 
relationship. Most of us, from time to time, hue to a 
code of privacy that prevents us from actually 
knowing the people who live right nearby. Most of us 
live with technology that aims to reduce friction and 
maximize efficiency. Relationship, though, is 
inherently sticky and inefficient. Most of us, daily, slip 
back into self-absorption, succumb to the hunger for 
status, and have to recognize that and dive back into 
relation. 
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The relationalist worldview is not about the forces of 
good conquering the forces of evil. It’s always a 
competition between partial truths. It’s always an 
evolving conversation between self and society. It’s 
always balancing tensions and trying to live life in 
graceful balance. 


The relational life is a challenging life but ultimately 
it’s a joyful life, because it is enmeshed in affection 
and crowned with moral joy. 


The Good Society 


As T. S. Eliot observed, the chief illusion of modern 
political activity is the belief that you can build a 
system so perfect that the people in it do not have to 
be good. The reality is that democracy and the 
economy rest upon a foundation, which is society. A 
society is a system of relationships. If there is no trust 
at the foundations of society, if there is no goodness, 
care, or faithfulness, relationships crumble, and the 
market and the state crash to pieces. If there are no 
shared norms of right and wrong, no sense of 
common attachments, then the people in the market 
and the state will rip one another to shreds as they vie 
for power and money. Society and culture are prior to 
and more important than politics or the market. The 
health of society depends on voluntary unselfishness. 


. In this day and age, our primary problems are at the 


level of the foundations. They are at the level of the 
system of relationships. Our society has been 
spiraling to ever-higher levels of distrust, ever-higher 
levels of unknowing and alienation. One bad action 
breeds another. One escalation of hostility breeds 
another. 
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3. The call of relationalism is to usher in a social 
transformation by reweaving the fabric of reciprocity 
and trust, to build a society, as Dorothy Day put it, in 
which it is easier to be good. 


4. The social fabric is not woven by leaders from above. 
It is woven at every level, through a million caring 
actions, from one person to another. It is woven by 
people fulfilling their roles as good friends, neighbors, 
and citizens. 


5. Whenever I treat another person as if he were an 
object, I’ve ripped the social fabric. When I treat 
another person as an infinite soul, I have woven the 
social fabric. Whenever I lie, abuse, stereotype, or 
traumatize a person, I have ripped the fabric. 
Whenever I see someone truly, and make them feel 
known, I have woven the fabric. Whenever I accuse 
someone of corruption without evidence, I have 
ripped the social fabric. Whenever I disagree without 
maligning motives, I have woven it. The social fabric 
is created through an infinity of small moral acts, and 
it can be destroyed by a series of immoral ones. 

6. Personal transformation and social transformation 
happen simultaneously. When you reach out and 
build community, you nourish yourself. 

7. The ultimate faith of relationalism is that we are all 
united at the deepest levels. At the surface we have 
our glorious diversity. But at the substrate there is a 
commonality that no amount of hostility can ever 
fully extinguish, that no amount of division can ever 
fully sunder. 

8. Relationships do not scale. They have to be built one 
at a time, through patience and forbearance. But 
norms do scale. When people in a community 
cultivate caring relationships, and do so repeatedly in 
a way that gets communicated to others, then norms 
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are established. Trustworthy action is admired; 
empathy is celebrated. Cruelty is punished and 
ostracized. Neighborliness becomes the default state. 
An emergent system, a culture, has been created that 
subtly guides all the members in certain directions. 
When you create a norm through the repeated 
performance of some good action, you have created a 
new form of power. People within a moral ecology are 
given a million subtle nudges to either live up to their 
full dignity or sink to their base cravings. The moral 
ecology is the thing we build together through our 
daily decisions. 

9. Rebuilding society is not just get-togetherism— 
convening people in some intellectually or morally 
neutral way. There has to be a shift in moral culture, a 
shift in the definition of the good life people imagine 
together. 


10. The state has an important but incomplete role to 
play in this process. The state can provide services, 
but it cannot easily provide care. That is to say, the 
state can redistribute money to the poor, can build 
homeless shelters and day care centers. It can create 
the material platforms on which relationships can be 
built. But the state can’t create the intimate 
relationships that build a fully functioning person. 
That can only happen through habitual personal 
contact. It is only through relationships that we 
become neighbors, workers, citizens, and friends. 


A Declaration of Interdependence 


_ 


. A good society is like a dense jungle. There are vines 
and intertwining branches. There are enmeshed root 
systems and connections across the canopy. There are 
monkeys playing at the treetops, the butterflies 
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darting below. Every creature has a place in the great 
ecosystem. There is a gorgeous diversity and beauty 
and vitality. 


.A good person leading a good life is a creature 


enmeshed in that jungle. A beautiful life is a planted 
life, attached but dynamic. A good life is a symbiotic 
life—serving others wholeheartedly and being served 
wholeheartedly in return. It is daily acts of loving- 
kindness, gentleness in reproach, forbearance after 
insult. It is an adventure of mutual care, building, and 
exploration. The crucial question is not, Who I am? 
but, Whose am I? 


. Most of us get better at living as we go. There comes a 


moment, which may come early or later in life, when 
you realize what your life is actually about. You look 
across your life and review the moments when you 
felt more fully alive, at most your best self. They were 
usually moments when you were working with others 
in service of some ideal. That is the agency moment. 
That is the moment when you achieve clarity about 
what you should do and how you should live. That is 
the moment when the ego loses its grip. There is a 
sudden burst of energy that comes with freedom from 
the self-centered ego. Life becomes more driven and 
more gift. That is the moment when a life comes to a 
point. 


. When you see people at that point, you realize they 


have an interior stronghold of values and devotions 
against which even the threat of death could not 
prevail. When you see people at that point, you see a 
generosity that radiates out into the world. You see 
people giving of themselves, not even in the grand 
ways, but just in the small favors and thoughtful 
considerations. This is how the jungle becomes thick 
and healthy. 
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5. When you see a group of people in that state, you see 


not just individuals but a people, a community, a 
flourishing society, where people help one another, 
magnify one another’s talents, enjoy one another’s 
creativity, and rest in one another’s hospitality. 


. When you see people at the point, you see people with 


a power that overcomes division and distrust. Distrust 
is a perversity. No one wants to live in a distrusting 
place, or be lonely. Distrust comes about because of 
our own failings of relationship. But love has a 
redemptive power, Martin Luther King argued. It has 
the power to transform individuals and break down 
distrust. If you love a person and keep loving a 
person, they may lash out at first, but eventually they 
will break under the power of your care. Division is 
healed not mostly by solving the bad, but by 
overwhelming the bad with the good. If you can 
maximize the number of good interactions between 
people, then the disagreements will rest in a bed of 
loving care, and the bad will have a tendency to take 
care of itself. When trust is restored, the heartbeat 
relaxes, people are joyful together. Joy is found on the 
far side of sacrificial service. It is found in giving 
yourself away. 


. When you see that, you realize joy is not just a feeling, 


it is a moral outlook. It is a permanent state of 
thanksgiving and friendship, communion and 
solidarity. This is not an end to troubles and cares. 
Life doesn’t offer us utopia. But the self has shrunk 
back to its proper size. When relationships are tender, 
when commitments are strong, when communication 
is pure, when the wounds of life have been absorbed 
and the wrongs forgiven, people bend toward each 
other, intertwine with one another, and some mystical 
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combustion happens. Love emerges between people 
out of nothing, as a pure flame. 
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To Anne, 
who has brought boundless joy 
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